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Introduction: 
 
Motivation: 
 
Our curiosity of the subject was awoken by the examples of ecotourism that could be seen in 
numerous locations, and which seemed to have no real common denominator except from the ‘eco’ 
prefix. The term was apparently used randomly, both by operators selling travels or activities, 
tourism organisations, and tourists themselves. The ‘eco’ term seemed to have very different 
connotations according to the individual actor on the tourism stage, and these different meanings 
were not always transparent for the consumer of tourism products. We had a strong sense that the 
tourism industry would benefit from the embedded values in a word such as ‘eco’, which the 
consumers were left to interpret themselves. Most people want to see themselves as 
environmentally conscious individuals, and it seems obvious to choose products that have an eco-
friendly label, at least if the price is the same as conventional products. 
 
We wanted to investigate whether it was viable to focus so much on the labelling of 
activities, rather than the behaviour of the individual. 
 
In the initial phase of the project our interest was mainly focused on how ecotourism can be 
understood through the relatively new theory of experience economy, but during the progress of the 
work, we became aware that other disciplines had to be applied, and that notions of the 
consumerism culture had to be taken into account.    
 
Subject: 
 
The subject of this project is ecotourism. We will describe how the term “ecotourism” 
emerged and is maintained, by applying theories of interdisciplinary character, such as experience 
economy, consumerism culture and consumer ethics in the framework of modernity/postmodernity, 
in order to illuminate the nature of, and inherent discourses within, the phenomenon. The discussion 
will be framed by interpretations of critical realism, as well as social constructionism, in order to 
support the theories used. An important part of the empirical material used in the analysis relies on 
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sources of representation, either ecotourism industries representations of themselves, or tourists 
representing their perception of themselves as ecotourists. 
 
Project structure: 
 
The project is based on the following structure. It is divided in 5 parts, where every part 
contains a different number of chapters. The description of the structure serves as guide for the 
reader.  
 
The first part is the introduction where we describe tourism in general and the phenomenon 
of ecotourism. In this part we also shortly describe the rise of the new economy and the closely 
linked culture of consumerism. These chapters are information we use and refer to, when analysing 
and discussing the emergence of ecotourism in the fifth part. The introduction part also entails the 
problem formulation and the research questions.   
 
The second part is the description of our methodology we use throughout the project. 
Critical realism and social constructionism are the two schools of though we have chosen to frame 
out project with. 
 
The third part is the theory part, were we present the theories which have helped us to gain 
knowledge and expand our perception of the problematic in a broader analytical sense. In the 
analysis part we use the theories to explain ecotourism from different angles.  
 
The fourth part of the project is the analysis where we discuss ecotourism from 4 different 
angles, all with the theoretical and the methodological reflections in mind. Relevant empirical data 
serves as foundation for the analysis, which discusses the phenomenon of ecotourism with focus on 
ecolabelling, experience economy, consumerism culture, and modernity and postmodernity 
 
The fifth and final part of the project is the conclusion.   
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Problem area: 
 
General introduction to tourism: 
 “Tourism is defined as the activities of persons travelling to and staying in places outside 
their usual environment for not more than one consecutive year for leisure, business and other 
purposes not related to the exercise of an activity remunerated from within the place visited.” 
(UNWTO, 2008) 
 Tourism in the sense that we know it today, accessible to a – relatively speaking – large part 
of the world’s population, is a relatively new phenomenon. In historical terms, tourism and 
travelling was reserved exclusively for a very small and privileged part of the population. As socio-
economic patterns changed, and as transportation technology evolved, this changed significantly.  
In more recent times, exhaustive accounts of tourism data were not kept until the 1950’s. These data 
are compiled and published by among others UNWTO, the United Nations World Tourism 
Organisation. 
 
 
(Source: UNWTO, 2008) 
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As it is clear in the table above, there has been a dramatic increase in the travel activity, 
from a mere 25 million international arrivals in 1950 to 846 million in 2006. And as the forecast 
shows and that number are expected to increase by almost 100% within 15 years. 
 
This increase in the numbers of tourists naturally leads to increased receipts for the industry 
from 2.1 billion US$ in 1950, to an estimated 733 billion US$ in 2006. This means that tourism 
generates roughly 2 billion US$ a day, thereby placing it as a significant industry at a global scale 
(UNWTO, 2008).  
 
The somewhat broad definition of tourism applied by the UN covers a variety of purposes 
for travelling.  Even though the definition covers domestic tourism too, the UNWTO only presents 
numbers from international travel. This is the case in terms of both numbers of arrivals, economy, 
and purposes for travelling. A chart describing these purposes can be seen below: 
 
 
(Source: UNWTO, 2008) 
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The abbreviation “VFR” applied by the UNWTO means “visiting friends and relatives”. As it is 
apparent in the chart most travelling is done with a leisure, recreation and holiday purpose.   
 
 The surge of international tourists was – and still is – seen as a blessing for many countries. 
Page and Dowling describes it in the way that: 
 
“Tourism in many ways was a new type of industrial revolution for many countries with the 
main difference being that it is a smokeless industry that has provided service sector employment, 
revenue and impacts.” (Page and Dowling, 2002:10) 
 
Although tourism as an industry is profoundly different from the heavy industry with its 
smokestacks, human beings - the raw material of tourism – are almost 100% dependent on some 
sort of support in order to create the mobility, which is the corner stone of tourism. The mode of 
transportation used by the international arriving passengers is described in the graph below:  
 
 
(Source: UNWTO, 2008) 
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As it can be seen from the chart most travelling is conducted by air. The second most used 
transportation form is road travel. So this challenges Page and Dowling’s description of tourism 
being a smokeless industry.  
 
 UNEP (United Nations Environmental Programme) estimates that CO2 emissions from 
tourism constitute around 5% of the world total. This figure may be higher, as other sources of 
greenhouse gasses need to be counted in, thus the estimated contribution to global warming is in the 
range of 5-14% (UNEP, 2008). These figures do not include the emissions from construction of 
airports, hotels, etc. 
 
“Furthermore, it deserves mention that only a minority of the world’s population 
is responsible for these emissions, as for instance less than 2% of the world’s population 
participate in international air travel on an annual basis” (UNEP, 2008:15) 
 
The 1970s and 1980s was a time when environmental movements developed, which resulted 
in a growing debate about the future of our planet. This debate was also on the UN agenda, and led 
to the Brundtland report (“Our common future”) issued by the UNWCED (United Nations World 
Commission on Environment and Development). This report offered one of the first definitions of 
‘sustainability’ which was widely adopted globally and defines sustainable development as:  
  
 “Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.” (UNWCED, 1987) 
  
The growing numbers of tourists did not only mean increased revenue for tourism operators 
and the industry. As was the case with many other industries thriving on the progress offered by 
globalisation, there was a concern about the impact of tourism on local communities. Crowds of 
tourists left a considerable impact not only on the environment, but also on local culture and 
lifestyle.  
 
 A search for a more sustainable and environmentally friendly form of tourism began. The 
first attempts to develop alternative options to the existing mass tourism began in 1980s. The goal 
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was to find a form of tourism that would be not only more environmentally friendly, but would also 
promote greater understanding between the travellers and the local cultures, and would benefit the 
communities, not only the few providing the local services. Usually this is associated with the 
emergence of the ‘adaptancy platform’, which:  
  
 “(…) favoured new forms of tourism responsive to host communities and their natural 
environments and man-made (heritage) environments.” (Page and Dowling, 2002:11) 
 
Eco-tourism background: 
 
One of the results of the environmental movement in the 1970s and 1980s was the 
development of the ecotourism. Next to experiences such as adventure tourism, nature tourism and 
many others, ecotourism was seen as a possible alternative to mass tourism. The demand for 
alternative ways of tourism was growing and so was the supply, because many countries realized 
that it was a new way of generating revenue by offering tourists the opportunity to see their natural 
heritage. Still the variety and the different alternatives posed a problem of defining the borderlines 
and the differences between these different types of tourism. Hector Ceballos-Lascurain, a Mexican 
architect and environmentalist is often said to be the first to have coined the concept of ecotourism 
in 1983. However, this is being discussed as some argue that the concept had already been used 
earlier, in Kenton Miller’s work on national park planning in Latin America in 1978 (Page and 
Dowling, 2002).  Ceballos-Lascurain defined ecotourism as: 
 
 “Travelling to relatively undisturbed or uncontaminated natural areas with the specific 
objective of studying, admiring, and enjoying the scenery and its wild plants and animals, as well as 
any existing cultural manifestations (both past an present) found in these areas.” (Ceballos-
Lascurain quoted in Blamey, 2001:5) 
 
Besides that, Hetzer  is regarded to be the one who identified the four ‘pillars’ of responsible 
tourism: minimizing environmental impacts, respecting host cultures, maximizing the benefits to 
local people and maximizing tourist satisfaction (Blamey, 2001). A more short and crisp definition 
is offered by The International Ecotourism Society (TIES), stating that ecotourism is: 
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 “Responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-
being of local people."  (TIES, 1990) 
 
Whilst the early definitions of the ecotourism were more focused on the nature and conservation 
side of travelling, more recent ones also focus on the educational value of ecotourism, and different 
aspects of a long term sustainable development.  
 
Three main dimensions exist in the concept of ecotourism: 
 
- it is nature based 
- it is environmentally educating 
- it is sustainable managed (included in this point is the generation of money, quality tourism 
and local participation) (Blamey, 2001) 
 
 The nature dimension of ecotourism is the one that has been most referred to. It 
encompasses travel that is oriented towards nature experiences, whether it is just walking in a forest 
or climbing mountains, but it can also be a nature travel with a more specific target such as bird 
watching. People travelling as ecotourists often seek to travel to very distant and yet undiscovered 
areas, that have preserved the yet undisturbed wildlife and are not destinations over flooded by 
tourists. Popular ecotourism destinations are for example Nepal, Costa Rica and Kenya. 
 
 The second dimension of ecotourism is the educational aspect. Ecotourists are not only 
thought of as travellers just visiting sites. It is expected that ecotourism provides information about 
the destinations and raise environmental awareness amongst the travellers, thereby creating more 
educated tourists. It also emphasizes the importance of changing tourists’ views and attitudes 
towards the environment, by educating them to be more caring and aware about the results of their 
actions on the environment. This would include not just recognizing different animals and plants, 
but also a broader aspect of education such as informing tourists about the alternatives available to 
them, also educating the local people and industry members themselves about better practices of 
tourism and conservation of the nature sites. 
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 The third and last dimension of ecotourism encompasses several aspects. Although the 
concept of sustainability has been debated extensively and there are discussions about the things 
that it should entail, it is possible to identify main points of the sustainability of tourism. The first 
one should be the long term economical sustainability of the ecotourism destination. This means 
that the tourism should generate income in a longer period of time, but at the same time it should 
not be done on the expense of nature and the local community. This type of tourism would generate 
money for the conservation of the nature, without doing damage. Also, the incomes should be 
invested in the local community; therefore ecotourism puts emphasis on involving local community 
in the industry, for example, by organizing accommodation in places owned by locals, rather than 
placing tourists in international hotel chains.  
 
 Even though it is difficult to clearly distinguish between ecotourism and other types of 
nature-related tourism, it is clear that it is a growing sector within the tourism industry. This can be 
seen by the increasing number of tourism operators offering either ecotourism trips, or different 
ecotourism related activities within their travel programs.  
 
The following illustration is an example of how ecotourism is perceived to be within the 
sphere of alternative tourism having significant elements of nature, adventure and community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Source: ETC, 1997) 
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Today, ecotourism and nature tourism industry is growing nearly 3 times faster than the 
tourism industry as a whole. Research shows that ecotourists not only spend more money during 
their journeys, and in addition, larger shares of their spending stay in the local communities (TIES, 
2008). In the United States ecotourism is estimated to be among the fastest growing travel trends, 
and to constitute 5% of the overall U.S. travel and tourism market (TIES, 2008). On a global scale 
the number of the ecotravels is also estimated to be around 5% of the whole tourism market. But 
because of the unclear definition of ecotourism the actual number is hard to identify. Nevertheless, 
it has come to be very important for a number of developing countries that have entered the 
ecotourism market, offering exotic and previously unseen nature experiences. There are regions that 
have come to put a special emphasis on this kind of tourism and the fastest growing among them are 
southern Africa (the number of visits has grown by 18% since 1990) and Latin America. Estimates 
in Kenya, for example, show that 8 out of 10 visitors are travelling to the country to see wildlife 
which indicates a growth in ecotourism related travels (The Economist, 1997).  
 
There are other signs that point to this trend within nature related tourism. This can be seen 
in the increasing number of tourists visiting nature sites, such as national parks. In the US alone in 
the period 1997 – 1998 there were almost 30 million visitors that drove a distance of 100 miles or 
more to visit a national park (Hawkins and Lamoureux, 2001). And the list is consisting not only of 
national parks and other nature parks; there is a growing demand for visiting different waterways, 
mountain tracks, forests, as well as a rising demand for different ecotourism related activities such 
as bird watching, trekking, mountain biking, canyoneering etc. Another significant factor is the 
growing number of educational programs and courses in ecotourism – in the US, Canada and UK 
alone there were 25 institutions offering this kind of education in 1999, and the number is likely to 
have grown since then (Hawkins and Lamoureux, 2001).  
 
 Also a noticeable factor has been the international acknowledgment of the ecotourism as 
such. Year 2002 was declared the year of ecotourism by the UN, which means that ecotourism as a 
type of tourism is being taken seriously. Other developments in the ecotourism industry concern 
both the development of individual countries’ ecotourism national strategies, as well as support to 
the ecotourism development by different funds. International organizations such as UN, EU, World 
Bank, USAID and others have granted significant sums of money to different projects concerning 
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ecotourism (Hawkins and Lamoureux, 2001). This is also a strong sign that signalizes the 
importance and seriousness of the ecotourism industry. 
 
As an industry, ecotourism works after the same principles as any other industry or tourism 
segment. It is important for the tour operators to maintain the natural resources they are ‘selling’ 
and protect them from destruction. This is because it is their primary ‘good’ to offer the market. 
And in the ecotourism and nature travel market, as in every other market, there is competition. This 
has resulted in different ways to eco-label the ecotravels and ecotourism destinations.  Schemes of 
ecolabelling and green certification have been introduced in different parts of the world and the 
most known are Blue Flag (Europe), Ecotel (globally), Green Globe etc. (Hawkins and Lamoureux, 
2001). These serve as quality and approval signs for the nature and environmental quality and 
environmental friendliness of the tourism sites.  
 
The new economy: 
 
The development which tourism has undergone has been influenced by a shift in the 
economy. The recent economical transformation which is conceptualized by breaking with “the old 
economy” took place in the 1990’s, a period often labelled “the new economy” (Löfgren, 2003).  
 
In this new economy the emergence of eco-tourism has been successful, and it is an 
important part of what characterizes the new economy – namely creativity, pathos, flexibility, 
dreams and visions. The concept of the new economy uses many different definitions but it is 
framed by a fundamental break with the old economy, and polarizations like networks versus 
hierarchies, entrepreneurship versus bureaucracy change versus stability, dominates the story of the 
new economy. The new economy uses buzzwords like the network society, globalization, the post-
industrial world, the experience economy, the dream society, virtual capitalism or the new 
information order (Löfgren, 2003). The areas within the new economy, for example IT and 
biotechnology, e-commerce and the experience economy work under different conditions but they 
share the benefits of new digital technology. The reorganization of the division of labour also 
characterizes the new economy along with the willingness to restructure trade sectors. The 
experience economy is a perfect example of this, as it tries to:  
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“…not only transgress old notions of divisions between production and consumption but 
also aim to bring together tourism, retail trade, architecture, event management, the entertainment 
and heritage industries as well as the media world under a common umbrella. (Löfgren, 2003:241) 
 
This new phenomenon of experience economy is believed to be one of the fastest growing 
segments of the global economy (Oh et al., 2007). The beginning of the experience economy can be 
seen starting with the foundation of the Walt Disney Company, which now has expanded to a 
multifaceted industry of entertainment (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). The main idea behind the 
experience economy is selling people an “experience” in addition to buying just a good or a service. 
Consumers are no longer satisfying their needs simply by consuming products, and they are in a 
search for more beyond merely consuming the things they have paid for (Oh et al., 2007). This 
means that people pay for an opportunity to be part of something and engage themselves in events 
that can offer lasting memories and special experiences.  
 
As mentioned before tourism and especially ecotourism is a part of this new experience 
economy. Tourism operators sell not only the mere flight from point A to point B; they also sell a 
whole range of special experiences for their costumers. The whole idea behind the production of 
tourism experiences is producing experiences such as seeing, learning, visiting and experiencing 
different modes of life. Whether it is a visit to a national park, an exciting rafting trip or dog 
sledding – these are all activities that will become special memories and create unforgettable 
experiences for the costumers.  
 
The theory on experience economy presented by Pine and Gilmore will be described and 
discussed later in the project. 
 
Consumerism culture: 
 
Trade and consumption of manufactured goods have been a reality for centuries and is a part 
of an overall (and more profound) discussion on the evolution of human civilisation. To ‘zoom in’ 
and make this matter manageable, we focus on, what in our context is the most relevant 
interpretation of consumption, namely the rise of the industrialised and ‘post-industrialised’ 
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societies and the following establishment of the ‘modern consumer’. Most scholars agree on a 
gradual development of mass-consumption throughout the industrialised societies (closely linked to 
colonial entrepreneurship), though there are certain disagreements when this first occurred.  
  
“[…] historians and sociologists have long debated the timing of the transition to consumer 
society in the capitalist world—fifteenth-and sixteenth-century England (Mukerji 1983), eighteenth-
century England (Campbell 1987, McKendrick et al. 1982, Wernick 1991), the United States in the 
1890s, 1920s, 1930s, or 1950s, (Cohen 2003, Cross 2000, Ewen 1976, Fischer 2003, Martin 
1999)—these changes seem to have occurred rapidly in our time with the shift from state socialism 
to a market economy in Russia, China and Eastern Europe.” (Zukin and Maguire, 2004:189) 
 
As a part of the industrial revolution and ‘market economy’, consumerism is in our opinion 
therefore closely linked to ‘western societies’ and ‘western value systems’ - and is in most cases 
interpreted as a distinctive product of modernity. Even though the development of the consumer 
society, - socially, culturally and economically varies across societies, time periods and regions of 
the world, the common denominator is a “generalized shift” in social practices and mentality (Zukin 
and Maguire, 2004). This development can be observed and analyzed at many different levels, but 
in our opinion, the most significant discussion lies within the evolvement from; citizen to consumer 
and from individual to mass-consumption. In crude terms the primary shifts to mass-consumption 
are quintessentially observed in the gradual transformation, from the basis of small merchants, to a 
system of large well-capitalized firms and the subsequent (multilateral) restructuring of localized 
commerce.  
 
“[…] the setting of fixed prices that removed shopping from informal norms of bargaining; 
the display of piles of goods from distant regions, which transformed abundance into a novelty and 
made novelty abundant. […] New retail stores, advertisements popular magazines, and daily 
newspapers all brought consumers into contact with goods and tended to make the consumer a 
powerful role model.”  (Zukin and Maguire, 2004:176)  
 
The ‘creation’ of the consumer evolved with the economic and commercial growth, which 
entailed a ‘creative revolution’ in retail industries (e.g. advertisement/PR), thus intensifying the 
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relation and interaction between consumer and merchant.  More importantly this conceptualized a 
new mentality and self-awareness ‘as a consumer’. The development of the consumer culture 
tended to grow strongest and most rapid at densely urbanized societies, which during the 19th and 
20th century grew rapidly. The post WWII era showed an increasing interconnection between world 
regions and cultural exchange between regions (especially the US and Europe), which along-side 
technological developments excelled the ‘process’ of consumerism culture. The early 1970’s and 
1980’s showed yet another shift in the more developed economies, shifting from manufacturing to 
“post-industrial” production and at the same time consumption became a more visible factor in the 
socio-economic landscape (Zukin and Maguire, 2004). The most profound shift in the early 1990’s 
is best characterized by the explosive rise of the World Wide Web and mass-media technology, 
which has resulted in an unprecedented cultural and mercantile exchange on a global level. The last 
30 years has shown the most intense evolvement of consumerism culture, where significant effects 
on the socio-economic landscape are observed through the (increasingly more rapid) shifting 
tendencies, trends and values of consumers. 
 
In our project work we consider ‘consumerism culture’ as a field of study with an inherent 
ability to ‘say something’ about societal development and global political economy. This view and 
following discussion is framed by the ‘specialised 1.st world economy’ with an emphasis on the 
‘western consumer’s’ choices as a part of a cultural and social process. The conceptual framework 
on consumption as a culture is primarily based on the work of Sharon Zukin and Jennifer Smith 
Maquire in their paper/discourse analysis: “Consumers and Consumption” (published in “Annual 
Review of Sociology” 2004). One of the reasons for this are the many diverge academic views on 
the complexity, of the concept ‘consumerism’, which requires a multilayered economic, 
anthropologic and sociologic analysis, to fully, or acceptably cover its many facets. Secondly the 
concept of consumerism as a culture is fairly unexplored, with a general tendency to demise the 
significance of the area -and is often viewed as a simple description of consumer behaviour only fit 
to serve commercial market analysts. In our view consumerism is a predominant cultural process in 
the western world and is an excellent ‘window’ (within our framework) to analyse present day 
cultural complexity and to get a closer look at our western value systems and behaviour. 
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In the chapter on consumerism culture, we will try to disclose some of the motivational 
reasons for present consumer trends and behaviour and furthermore attempt to show links between 
cultural development, ‘identity’ and consumption in special relation to experience economy and eco 
tourism. 
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Problem formulation: 
 
Cardinal question:  
 
- How can experience economy and the notion of consumer ethics and moral values in 
(post)modernity explain the phenomenon of ecotourism, and to what extent can ecotourism 
be perceived as a social construct?  
 
Research questions: 
 
- What makes ecotourism different from other types of tourism?  
- What are the effects of ecotourism?  
- How can experience economy explain the phenomenon of ecotourism? 
- How can the shift in consumer-moral and -ethics help to explain the phenomenon of 
ecotourism?  
- What has been the response from the tourism industry to the increased awareness of 
sustainability? 
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Methodology: 
 
Metatheory: 
 
 In this project we have chosen to apply critical realism as well as social constructionism to 
provide an overall meta-theoretical framework for our project.  
  
 We chose these two, somewhat different, approaches for their qualities in different aspects of 
our project. In the earliest phases of the project work we realised that we were interested in 
conducting a case study like research of the ecotourism phenomenon, and for this purpose we found 
critical realism to be a useful tool. The reason for this is that critical realism has some traits, which 
we find well suited for a project of this nature. Ecotourism can be perceived as a case within the 
overall concept of tourism. We were interested in analysing this case as exhaustively as possible, and 
in this way critical realism can be the overall toolbox in which the theories applied can be the 
specific tools which we use to examine different aspects of the project, according to which specific 
angle we intend to investigate.  
 
 We chose to lean on Jespersen’s interpretation of critical realism. Jespersen is highly 
influenced by Karl Popper, and to some extent Roy Bhaskar. This influence is most likely due to 
Jespersen’s focus on critical realism in an economical context, where it serves as a foundation for 
post-keynesian macroeconomic theory (Jespersen, forthcoming). However, the very nature of critical 
realism means that it does not confine itself to be applicable to just one of the social science 
disciplines (or any science for that matter). This interdisciplinary quality makes it suitable to apply to 
a project such as ours where market trends in a particular industry are viewed in the light of 
consumer behaviour and at the same time is explained through overall human concepts such as ethics 
and moral. 
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 Jespersen defines critical realism as a: 
 
 “Scientific methodology which considers reality as an open (non-deterministic) system; the 
related social ontology is assumed to be empirically stratified.” (Jespersen, forthcoming:50)     
 
 Even though Jespersen offers the definition above, he also states that critical realism is not a 
well-delimited theoretical scientific direction. 
 
 An important notion in the methodology is that it acknowledges that reality is affected by 
whoever seeks to investigate it (an open system). This non-binary approach means that the researcher 
must be aware that the unconditional truth will never be found.  
 
 Reality constitutes World 1 in the Popperian retroduction model which Jespersen applies, and 
is the ontological basis in a research process. In the figure below it is referred to as World 1 (“the 
real level”) of the methodology. This real level includes history and tendencies. This means that the 
researcher has to be aware of the historical context, which the subject rests in, and possible directions 
that it may move in. This is an act of utmost balance, since the researcher must be cautious not to 
include or create axioms, which will undermine the empirical basis, while performing the study. 
Hence, an ontological reflection must be made.  
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(Source: Jespersen, forthcoming) 
  
 World 2 is the analytical level in the model, and includes the epistemological reflections of 
the project. It contains the theoretical background for the project, the analytical process of combining 
ontology and theory, and it also includes the results of the analysis.  
 
 The first link between World 1 and World 2 in Jespersens representation is referred to as 
“mapping”. Mapping refers to the movement from the ontological to the epistemological level, 
which creates the “landscape” that is the ontological foundation for the analysis. This is an important 
point in our project, since this approach to critical realism perceives “reality” as a state or 
phenomenon which exists independent of the researcher. This is also the reason why we chose to 
combine critical realism with social constructionism.      
 
 Jespersen uses the metaphor “landscape” in order to emphasize: 
  
 “…that we are working with a simplification of reality, that reality is a state of constant flux 
and that many other important conditions in addition to the purely economic, exert influence over the 
shape of the landscape and the way in which it changes.” (Jespersen, forthcoming:3)  
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 In the above quote it is obvious that Jespersen had an economical angle in mind, but as we 
have argued previously, critical realism can be applied to all disciplines within the social sciences, or 
even beyond social sciences. Hence, the phrase “purely economic” could be replaced with “purely 
political”, “purely sociological”, etc.   
 
 The ontological level is processed with the aid of theories in order to achieve the result, but it 
is important that there is a continuous evaluation of the ontological findings, in order to asses 
whether the initial interpretations have been correct or not. This is done by “testing” these findings 
by applying theory to them. If there are any inconsistencies, the “reality” must be re-evaluated before 
the research can proceed. Inconsistencies does not necessarily mean that the researcher have 
performed badly; an essential notion of critical realism is that social systems are dynamic, thus 
making them impossible to observe if one uses too rigorous models.  
 
 This notion also incorporates an awareness of the volatility of any given case studied; there is 
no static condition in any parts of society, hence one has to be ready to change perspectives all the 
time. Others cannot necessarily repeat a study in the future. The world is simply not the same as it 
was when any given study was conducted, hence conditions have changed. This is an important 
notion, since ecotourism as a concept emerged about 25 years ago, in a time when sustainability had 
a very different connotation than it has today. 
 
 World 3 in Jespersen’s model constitutes the operational level. It: 
 
 “…consists of the knowledge that has been subjected to empirical tests that can contribute to 
uncovering the theory’s objective area of validity” (Jespersen, forthcoming:9) 
 
 Jespersen also mentions Poppers contribution to the discussion of the theory of scientific 
method, where he pointed out that knowledge first becomes science when it has been subjected to 
validity testing (Jespersen, forthcoming). Apart from determining whether the analysis one has 
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performed can be considered scientific or not, critical realism has a more pragmatic purposefulness 
to it as well; the result of the analytical work should end up in recommendations. 
 
 The following graph exemplifies how we have used Critical Realism as a part of structuring 
the different analytical aspects of our project: 
 
 
  
 In the initial process of describing the problem area surrounding ecotourism, we became 
aware that ecotourism is a concept, which is not easy to define. This definition is highly dependent 
on the individual describing the phenomenon. However, there seemed to be a general understanding, 
both among scholars, tourism industry operators, and consumers, that ecotourism is a solidly founded 
segment within the tourism sphere, although perceptions of its character differed. From a clear cut 
definition among scholars and the industry, to a very vague connotation among some consumers.  
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Although we chose, at an early stage, to incorporate the notions of critical realism, we 
became aware that this approach might be insufficient when analysing the problematic that we 
identified as the most central one.  
 
In the retroductive model presented previously, Jespersen’s World 1 presumes that ontology 
is reality, and this reality exists autonomously. The ontological reality can then be incorporated in 
the World 2, where theories can be applied and the analytical work take place. But in our case we 
became aware that the “reality”, which was the focus of our attention, was not an entity. It was 
highly dependent on the eyes of the beholder. This was evident in highly conflicting discourses 
surrounding the phenomenon. In order to understand this “reality” – the ecotourism – better, we 
chose to incorporate notions from social constructionism in our work. 
 
We found Hacking to be useful with his pragmatic interpretation of social constructionism. 
One of his statements which caught our attention in this context was “Don’t first define, ask for the 
point” (Hacking, 2001:5). This was a good description of our own difficulties in finding a definition 
of ecotourism. Maybe it was an idea to look behind the definitions? 
 
Hacking’s perception of social constructionism evolves around the following quote 
describing social constructionist’s attitude towards a given subject, in this case represented by “X”: 
 
“X need not have existed, or need to be at all as it is. X, or X as it is at present, is not 
determined by the nature of things; it is not inevitable” (Hacking, 2001:6). 
 
And, as Hacking argues: 
 
“Very often they go further, and urge that: …. X is quite bad as it is…..We would be much 
better off if X were done away with, or at least radically transformed” (Hacking, 2001:6). 
 
The two statements in the latter quote need not be applied when working in the realm of 
social constructionism. Just because things may be different from what they appear to be at first 
glance, this is not necessarily something that is in grave need of change.  
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Hacking argues that it does not make sense to apply social constructionism to subjects 
which are obviously a result of social events, e.g. the immigration barrier. Individuals who do so are 
either “a fool or someone who likes to jump on bandwagons” (Hacking, 2001:11). 
 
Here Hacking introduces the “(0)” statement which is a condition where “X” is taken for 
granted and appears to be inevitable.  
 
“Statement (0) is not an assumption or presupposition about X. It states a precondition for a 
social constructionist thesis about X. Without (0) there is no inclination (aside from bandwagon 
jumping) to talk about the social construction of X” (Hacking, 2001:11)  
 
Even after all this talk of fools and bandwagons, we still dare to use this approach. Although 
social constructionism is often applied when working with subjects such as gender, sexuality, and 
culture, we believe that it is an applicable approach when dealing with ecotourism. This is coupled 
with a notion of consumer behaviour being viewed as a consumerism culture. Although different 
and less defined than most other recognized cultures, it still has a lot of the same traits which links it 
to social constructionism. 
 
Working method, data collection and limitations: 
 
In the project work, we have mainly relied on literature sources in the establishment of the 
background knowledge. After the initial research, we decided to consider ecotourism as a case study 
within tourism, with the divergence in relation to “normal” case studies, but we were still undecided 
as to whether or not we actually considered ecotourism to be truly different from other types of 
tourism. Hence, the cardinal question was focused both on the mechanisms involved in maintaining 
the phenomenon, as well as a more broad question of whether the phenomenon could actually be 
viewed as a conceptual reality.   
 
 The first theory we applied was the Experience economy theory. We were aware of a 
general shift in contemporary society, where awareness of sustainability, ecology, and climate 
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change, meant that there was a growing market for organic products and eco-friendly solutions. We 
wanted to apply the theory in order to investigate whether this Eco-trend was in fact a way of 
adding value to already existing products, in our case, if ecotourism was just a label put on regular 
tourism in order to “greenwash” it. 
 
It became clear to us that the Experience economy had a certain level of rigidity 
incorporated. Even though followers of the theory may argue that it is not the case, we saw the 
theory as not being interdisciplinary enough to cover all the facets of the ecotourism case. 
Experience economy focus very much on the market itself, but we became aware that the behaviour 
of the individual was crucial when it comes to the eco-question. Hence the notions of consumerism 
culture and Baumans approach were chosen to represent that part. We found that incorporating 
notions of moral of the individual helped us in the analysis of the ecotourism phenomenon.   
 
 Since the perceptions of ecotourism are very subjective according to the individual, we were 
interested in the way companies representations of ecotourism are available to consumers. We 
chose to apply the images that they created of themselves through web sites, since this image will 
be the one available to many travellers before choosing a vacation. Therefore, our project focuses 
on examples of representation of ecotourism before the actual travel takes place. We chose web 
sites over other alternatives due to the relatively large amount of information available and 
presented to the viewer. An ad in the newspaper or television would only carry a limited amount of 
information, and since it is part of the ecotourism practices to be well prepared before leaving 
home, it makes it plausible that they would be introduced to the same sources of information as we 
have used.   
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Theory:  
 
Experience Economy:  
 
The experience economy is explained by the idea of added value. The economy works with 
the principle of adding value to a commodity. From a strictly economic viewpoint we can say that 
experience in experience economy is a new source in the genre of economic output (Pine and 
Gilmore, 1999). Instead of competing on the basis of price, we see modern businesses competing on 
the basis of what the consumer gets in addition to a fair price. In order for a product to differ from 
other products, and to attract costumers, businesses must compete by adding symbolic value, 
experience value and meaning through strategies of branding, design and commercials (Pine and 
Gilmore, 1999).   
 
Before it is possible for a business to compete on the basis of an experience, and before it is 
possible for a costumer to buy on the basis of an experience, the relevant product has gone through 
a series of changes. As an example we can take coffee. The farmer sells the coffee bean for $1 per 
pound as a commodity, which is one or two cents a cup, the manufacturer sells it as a commodity 
for 5 cents a cup, the café buys the coffee as a good and sells it as a service for 50 cents a cup. If we 
then add the finest French restaurant in front of the Eiffel Tower, with a mild morning breeze and 
the sight of beautiful architecture the coffee suddenly costs $10 (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). This last 
product has been added value in the form of experience. The product is bought on the basis of the 
experience that follows along with the cup of coffee. This transition is illustrated below. The graph 
illustrates the share of price on the basis of the four categories, namely commodity, good, service 
and experience.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Roskilde University  
The International Social Science Basic Studies, House 21.1, 4th. Semester Project - Spring 2008: 
“Ecotourism – Egotourism?” 
Group 15: Maija Bertule, Jens M. Kring, Qillaq Nielsen, Lasse Degn, Gerelmaa Gerelsaikhan  
 
 
 29
 
(Pine and Gilmore, 1999) 
 
 The experience segment in the figure above represents the accumulated cost of experience. 
In the example of a cup of coffee in Paris the accumulated cost consists of higher rent for the café, 
higher wages for the staff, etc.  
 
This product transition from a commodity to an experience is according to Pine and Gilmore 
a result of “the nature of economic value and its natural progression.” (Pine and Gilmore, 1999:5) 
In the following we will describe the nature of each economic value which has been added 
according to Pine and Gilmore.  
 
Commodity:  
 
A commodity is defined by being bought in bulk. Commodities are typically associated with 
silver, coffee, cotton, oil etc (Economist, 2008). In the eighteenth century in the US, 80% of the 
workforce was employed on farms working with agricultural commodities. Then, in the early 
nineteenth century the industrial revolution changed the labour intensive methods into factory based 
methods with manufacturers and technology based production. This was the foundation for all 
advanced economies which shifted to goods (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). 
 Roskilde University  
The International Social Science Basic Studies, House 21.1, 4th. Semester Project - Spring 2008: 
“Ecotourism – Egotourism?” 
Group 15: Maija Bertule, Jens M. Kring, Qillaq Nielsen, Lasse Degn, Gerelmaa Gerelsaikhan  
 
 
 30
 
Goods: 
 
 The new market where manufacturers produced goods from raw material based 
commodities was significant, as customers could buy them off the shelf, from the lot and out the 
catalogue. But the weaknesses of being time intensive and not very cost efficient were quickly 
replaced with the efficient market of economies of scale. The assembly line at Henry Ford’s plant in 
1913 proved the US to be the number one economic power in the world. As technology developed 
and a given output could be produced with a decreased number of workers, the labour force shifted 
to the service sector. In the 1950’s 50% of the American workforce worked in the service sector. 
This shift was partly due to the more efficient production methods at that time, but also because of 
the increased wealth, and hence demands for goods and services (Pine and Gilmore, 1999).   
  
Service: 
 
 “Services are intangible activities customized to the individual request of known client.” 
(Pine and Gilmore, 1999:8) Today more than two-thirds of output in OECD countries, and up to 
four-fifths of employment, is in the service sector (Economist, 2008). Whether it is business to 
business or business to costumer, the consumer has the upper hand with the market forces working 
today. The competitive market forces working on the basis of demand and supply enable the 
modern calculated consumer to purchase goods solely on the basis of price and availability. As a 
result more and more businesses experience that their product is being commoditized - their goods 
become just another good on the bulk. In order to reverse this development business are forced to 
add value to their product to a much greater extent than before (Pine and Gilmore, 1999). This 
commoditization process is reflected in the fact that speed, flow, and smoothness become a 
commodity in itself and a standardized cultural form (Löfgren, 2003). 
 
This added value is made up by enhanced services which businesses “later realize, 
customer’s value so highly that the companies can charge separately for them.” (Pine and Gilmore, 
1999:9). Later the development reverses again and totally changes the way business is done. An 
example is IBM, who “buy” their clients by giving them a product and in return gets the contract to 
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manage its information systems. Costumers are now facing a market where services are embedded 
in the product. Goods and services are no longer enough. 
 
Experience: 
 
 ”The newly identified offering of experiences occurs whenever a company intentionally uses 
services as the stage and goods as props to engage an individual. While commodities are fungible, 
goods tangible, and services intangible experiences are memorable.” (Pine and Gilmore, 1999:11)  
 
At this stage of the natural progression of economic value, the product is sold on the basis of 
being a personal memorable sensation, revealed over time. Just like the transition from goods to 
services required the businesses to add value to their product in the form of intangible benefits, 
businesses are today equally forced to wrap experiences around their existing goods and services to 
differentiate their offerings (Pine and Gilmore, 1999).   
 
The characteristics of the four categories are summarized in the table below:  
 
Economic offering Commodities Goods Services Experiences 
Economy: Extract Make Deliver Stage 
Nature of offering: Fungible Tangible Intangible Memorable 
Key attributes: Natural Standardized Customized Personal 
Method of supply: Stored in bulk 
Inventoried after 
production 
Delivered on 
demand 
Revealed over  
a duration 
Seller: Trader Manufacturer Provider Stager 
Buyer: Market User Client Guest 
Factors of demand: Characteristics Features Benefits Sensations 
(Source: Pine and Gilmore, 1999) 
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Consumerism culture as a theory: 
 
 As Zukin and Maguire argues, consumption as a topic, has more or less been ignored by 
contemporary sociologists and historically been frowned upon. Consumption patterns have been 
studied and the tendencies of consumers are noted and discussed by sociological studies, though 
with a tendency to demise the importance of these. A part of the explanation for this lies in the 
notion that consumption simply is a response to basic human needs and that consumption in it self 
is an instrumental action – rather than a social action carrying meaning by it self (Zukin and 
Maguire, 2004). Presently, it is mainly large companies that utilize studies on consumer behaviour 
patterns, and most often the empirical data collected on consumption is primarily used in an effort 
to classify consumer segments, adjust products and production, in order to increase revenue and 
secure market shares. Classical theorists have to some extent discussed consumption as an 
expression of social status, but generally the topic has been difficult to attach to a specific branch of 
sociology. Consumption border-lines the spheres of “minimal level of satisfying physical needs for 
food, clothing and shelter”, and the excess indulgence of goods and it is the latter parameter that is 
predominantly examined by classical thinkers: 
  
 “(…) to consume was considered by Marx to be a social need induced by capitalism: a 
‘commodity fetish.’ Although he acknowledged that men and women like to dress up and eat well, 
he described these acts as ‘animal functions’ (…) Significantly Weber’s ‘Protestant ethic’ (1958) 
has become key word for referring to consumption as hedonism, pragmatically placed in the service 
of religious beliefs about salvation. (…) Durkheim, however, put forward a darker theme that 
underlies much of the contemporary criticism ofand perhaps aversion to studying 
consumption.” (Zukin and Maguire, 2004:174) 
 
These approaches are of course framed by a time-period of emerging production and are not 
really as significant presently, but the conceptualization, validation and subsequently the value-
ethics associated with consumption have (mostly) lingered to the present day perception. Further 
more Zukin and Maguire notes that consumption has been linked to a gendered discussion in a male 
dominated arena, holding research on consumption in low regards,  - a moral disapproval of status 
consumption and the pre-eminent role in consumption that is played by women (Zukin and 
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Maguire, 2004). This, and the tendency to simplify consumption to the short-term economic 
assessments stands as the major hinders for ‘consumerism’ to be utilized for more relevant socio-
cultural observations. This is not to say that significant research has not been conducted, but 
arguably it has been to a limited extent. Several scholars have indeed stressed that consumption 
could lead to a broader socio-cultural discussion like Thorstein Veblen’s work on “the lesuire 
class”, Bourdieu’s concept of “cultural capital” and the work of social theorists Bauman and 
Baudrillard which have influenced the study on the links between culture, modernity and 
consumption within a European context (Zukin and Maguire, 2004). The latter perhaps illustrates 
the basic condition and limitation in examining consumerism as a culture since we, through our 
research, very much limit our viewpoint to the socio-cultural aspects of a ‘western’ and Eurocentric 
perspective. 
  
Acknowledging the limited view in this approach we also see the need to merge several 
research fields (outside our knowledge base), which means that ‘certain truths’ are assumed in order 
to utilize the concept of consumerism culture as an analytical background.  
 
For this project, we propose that the ‘institutional study’ of consumerism culture, presented 
by Zukin and Maguire, serves as a valid research theory, when conceptualizing consumption as 
cultural acts, within the framework of especially Scandinavia and quintessentially in the wealthiest 
societies of the world. This is an important fact since we consider these societies the main engine in 
this development, underpinned by the consumer’s economic freedom to actively choose between 
products and the ‘high level’ of interaction between industry and consumer.  
 
“Using sociology, then, in a broad rather than a disciplinary sense, we find that most 
sociology studies of consumption are bracketed, on the one hand, by structural changes in 
economy, infrastructure, and society that creates a system of mass consumption and, on the other 
hand, by individual changes in values, attitudes, and behaviour that result in a consumer culture.” 
(Zukin and Maguire, 2004:175) 
 
This ‘system’ of interactions and the circulation of wealth and goods are thus essential to 
exemplify and validate consumption behaviour as an expression of cultural acts. Furthermore this 
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development is excelled through the increasing exchange of information by mass media, the internet 
and other communication technologies, with the implication of a ‘global’ cultural exchange -and as 
“globalists” (Held and McGrew, 2007) would argue a merging and unification of culture. From a 
meta-theoretical point of view consumerism culture (primarily equipped to uncover and describe 
(our) local societies) can be applied in a global sense, considering the conceptualization of a ‘global 
society and/or collectiveness’. This suggests that (contrary to the premises we listed at the 
beginning) consumerism can be examined in other and poorer regions of the world, though -of 
course- to a lesser extent, but nevertheless be interpreted as a broader cultural phenomenon. In 
effect this could (in meta-theoretical terms) mean - through the merging of several research fields 
the concept of consumerism is created - and through this understanding explore another concept of 
the merging of a ‘global culture’.  
 
From a critical standpoint, we as researchers do not base our assumptions on great quantities 
of ‘self-collected’ statistical data, but rather theorize based on conceptual thoughts, social theory 
and discourses. In this view the theory arguably would be considered as “exploratory”, as opposed 
to “descriptive” (Yin, 2003). However, we argue that this approach could be viewed as 
“explanatory” in the context of experience economy and ecotourism. We do this based on indicative 
evidence or “indicators” (Innes, 1998) comprised through for instance statistical data showing 
consumer behaviour and tendencies, often related to other specific research areas, which we in this 
context apply as a general indicative explanation of consumerism culture. Furthermore it is 
important to highlight why the framework of consumerism culture is primarily explained through 
economics and market tools. This is done, simply because these serve as recordable and analytical 
evidence enabling us to theorize on social and cultural phenomena, which also could lie outside the 
boundaries of market and economic analysis, as is the case of Pine and Gilmore’s theory on 
experience economy. As Zukin and Maguire argue, an example of this could be seen in a 1997 
British sociological study of the development and success of the “Sony Walkman” -and the 
company’s ability to learn from consumers’ behaviour:  
 
“Their study situates the product not only in a sea of change of cultural representations–
primarily seen in advertisements for the Walkman–but also in organizational practises of the firm 
and in young people’s social practises of self-expressions, individuality, and sociality. According to 
 Roskilde University  
The International Social Science Basic Studies, House 21.1, 4th. Semester Project - Spring 2008: 
“Ecotourism – Egotourism?” 
Group 15: Maija Bertule, Jens M. Kring, Qillaq Nielsen, Lasse Degn, Gerelmaa Gerelsaikhan  
 
 
 35
their model, then, production and consumption are not two poles of a commodity chain, but 
continually inter -acting processes in a ‘cultural circuit’, where products both reflect and transform 
consumers’ behaviour.” (Zukin and Maguire 2004:178) 
   
Studies like these help us to validate our theory on consumption as a culture and to draw the 
conceptual landscape of this ‘ism’. At the core of this assumption is the link between consumption 
and culture, defined through the consumers’ choices and ‘non-choices’. At multiple levels these 
choices (to a certain degree depending on their context) act as expressions of a sense of belonging, 
identity, political orientation, belief and value systems, pop-cultural tendencies, life-style, self 
awareness, etc. At another conceptual level the choices are influenced by socio-economic 
conditions such as availability and access to commodities associated with social-class, career, 
family structure, habitat conditions etc. In our context the observation of consumerism culture is 
pre-eminent at the ‘top level’ of consumer goods. In simple terms, ‘top level’ consumer goods are 
classified by a hierarchical division; -from excess indulgence -to necessity and basic needs. An 
example of this could be buying an expensive car -the choices could lie between ‘big-engine and 
high performance’ and ‘an environmentally friendly hybrid’, whereas a ‘lower level’ consumer 
good would apply to the kind of milk or washing-powder you choose to buy. Arguably, it is also 
possible to examine consumerism culture through ‘low level’ consumer goods, though we find it 
less relevant and less ‘indicative’ for this particular project.  
 
From the basis of Zukin and Maguire’s framework, arguing that consumerism culture is an 
institutional research field, we claim that consumerism culture can be conceptualized as a theory 
when dealing with experience economy and ecotourism. 
 
Modernity and postmodernity: 
  
There are several different concepts of modernity which are complementary, such as 
Rojek’s Modernity (The Roots of Order) and Wang’s Logos Modernity. These versions of 
modernity appeared to be closely connected with the Enlightment era and for these thinkers, to be 
modern is to be rational (van Egmond, 2007).  
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“The essence of humankind is Logos (reason and rationality), and the ideal person is one 
whose soul is governed and informed by Logos” (van Egmond, 2007:11).  
 
The industrial revolution created a new social class in society, the working class. People had 
long working hours and poor working conditions, but the 19th and 20th century was revolutionary, in 
terms of improving the working conditions for workers, and this development brought holiday 
prerogatives and acquired basic rights for employees. The ‘Logos way of thinking’ stresses out that 
vacations was not only enjoyed by individuals, but also by society as a whole, as it restores people’s 
mental and physical health and contributes to the well being of whole rational functioning of 
society.  
 
Research on motives and reasons of leisure tourism in Europe, shows that 66% of travel is 
with the purpose of relaxing and taking time off (ETC, 1997). But, when one is traveling, it can 
demand energy, endurance and hard work. In the 1960s and 1970s, the popular attractions were sun, 
sand and sea (3S), which became known as mass tourism. Mass tourism is here to stay, but as 
mentioned before tendencies in consumer behaviour are changing in the direction of alternative 
ways of travelling.  
 
While Rojek’s Modernity (The Roots of Order) and Wang’s Logos Modernity stresses the 
rational order of things and common agreement in society, Wang’s Eros modernity contradicts the 
two. In this modernity more importance is given to the irrational tendencies and disorder in society. 
Whereas the The Roots of Order and Logos tries to see the balance between work and leisure as 
being arranged by society and percieved as a need, Eros modernity (2nd modernity) emphasises the 
importance of leisure time being the relief, satisfaction and pleasure that is not supposed to be 
controlled, repressed or constrained (van Egmond, 2007). The 2nd modernity explains the irrational 
way of living, having freedom to make one’s own choice. This describes freedom as sense of 
freedom, pleasure for the sake of pleasure, and experience tourism as being exercised to experience 
the ‘experience’.  
 
Jean-Francois Lyotard argues that postmodernity is not something that is a historical epoch 
or a new society, but new means of understanding science, technology and development in the 
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society. He argues that the scientific and technological boom is the driving force behind the societal 
progress and that humanity has stepped into another stage, which is a benevolent and utopian 
society (Pedersen, 2000). 
 
 Zygmunt Bauman has written extensively on both modernity and postmodernity, and we 
have chosen to emphasise some of his writings on the changes in modern and postmodern ethics to 
our project. In the following chapter we introduce his theoretical perspective on modernity and 
postmodernity ethics and the changes that individuals have been going through. 
 
 “Ours is the era of unadulterated individualism and the search for the good life, limited 
solely by the demand for tolerance (when coupled with self-celebratory and scruple-free 
individualism, tolerance may only express itself as indifference)” (Bauman, 1993:2) 
 
 According to Bauman, these are times when more and more choices have to be made by 
individuals themselves and this causes a number of problems in their lives. In the past, the choices, 
at least in the Western world, were relatively easy to make, just following the ethical guidelines of 
institutions such as the church. Individuals are now left not only with the choice between the good 
and the bad, the right and the wrong, but also with the following consequences and responsibilities. 
If the morally ‘good’ was clearly defined in the past, many more dimensions and aspects of it is 
now a reality. There is no universal ‘good’ and ‘evil’, now there are ways that are ‘economically 
sensible’, ‘aesthetically pleasing’, ‘morally proper’ etc. each of these ways can in different 
situations be both right and wrong (Bauman, 1993). The different life situations that people are 
placed into also present the need for various choices. 
 
 Bauman also describes the world we live in as ambivalent. People are moral beings and 
therefore the world they live in is continuously ambivalent. This is so because we are constantly 
presented with choices between right and wrong, good and evil. Still, even when making decision to 
choose the good does not give any guarantee that the result will be goodness, or even that the 
intentions have been good, therefore “moral life is a life of continuous uncertainty” (Bauman, 
1995:3). He also emphasizes that being moral does not have the same meaning as being ‘good’. 
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Moral decisions are not necessarily good decisions; it merely means that we have the authority to 
make our decisions between good and evil: 
 
 “This means in its turn that, whether we choose it or not, we confront our situation as a 
moral problem and our life choices are moral dilemmas. What follows is that we bear moral 
responsibilities….” (Bauman, 1995:2) 
 
 Even though we are free to make our own decisions, this freedom has also created a life that 
is uncertain and continuously changing. There are many rules to follow and many ways to go and 
each of those present some kind of moral dilemma, a choice that has to be taken: 
 
 “With the pluralism of rules (and our times are the times of pluralism) the moral choices 
(and the moral conscience left in their wake) appear to us intrinsically and irreparably ambivalent. 
Ours are the times of strongly felt moral ambiguity. These times offer us freedom of choice never 
before enjoyed, but also cast us into a state of uncertainty never before so agonizing.” (Bauman, 
1993:21) 
 
  Bauman claims that in present, our actions can have widely-stretching consequences, even 
in places so far where we would never see the actual consequences, let alone grasp the 
responsibilities we have over them. This is why the responsibility of many actions is divided 
between so many people that they do not really know what role their actions actually play in the 
outcome. Any responsibilities that do exist are connected with the roles that people are playing. The 
person itself is free, and every role we play carries its responsibility (Bauman, 1993).  
  
But with the choice a lot of confusion and doubts follow, and this actually brings back the 
longing for an institution to guide us in our decisions, which could help us to avoid the 
responsibility ourselves. But since there is so many authorities today, people do not fully trust one 
single one, and this is what Bauman refers to as the ‘postmodern moral crisis’ (Bauman, 1993).  
 
 Modernity is characterized by constant change, improvement and competition, and a modern 
person always strives for perfection and never looks back. Intellectuals and ideologies teach us how 
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to be modern and reassure us that modernity is a happy place and that everyone should be content 
(Bauman, 2000). Modernity began with the separation between the family household and the 
business enterprise. The modern development made men and women into individuals, who set to 
pursue different goals in their lives, in different contexts. There was no united guideline for life for 
everyone, therefore modern legislators felt that morality was something to be designed and injected 
into human conduct (Bauman, 1993). Therefore modern society has its dominant structures that 
guide and rule the actions and behaviors in the society as well as its population. The structures have 
been developed and determined by the few elites in the society creating security and standardization 
in the society. A lot of fears and barriers have been linked to those “deviants” or the ones who are 
dissimilar from us (Bauman, 2000). 
  
 “Modernity is about conflict resolution, and about admitting of no contradictions except 
conflicts amenable to, and awaiting resolution.” (Bauman, 1993:8) 
 
 Modernity has also been characterized by formation of different institutions that have been 
taken the responsibility over the ‘moral’. These institutions took over some of the weight from 
people’s shoulders by using tools as legislation to make it clear by laws, what is to be considered 
good and what is to be considered evil, thereby trying to prevent the ‘evil’ from taking place 
beforehand. People were free to make their own choices, and even free from taking these choices, 
because some of those were made for them. Because of this, the focus from the moral actor itself 
shifted to the creation of the ethical code as a task of politicians and philosophers. By this the moral 
actors were relieved from wondering about their responsibilities to a definite list of their 
obligations: 
 
 “To moral self, modernity offered freedom complete with patented ways of escaping it” 
(Bauman, 1995:5). 
 
 The attitude to moral issues in modernity was characterized by the belief in the possibility of 
non-ambilvalent, non-aporetic ethical code (Bauman, 1993). In opposition to that, NOT believing in 
this possibility is what characterizes postmodernity.  In postmodernity, there is no belief that the 
universal ethical code will ever be found. Because humans are morally ambivalent themselves, a 
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non-ambivalent morality is impossible. From the perspective of postmodernity, the ethical codes are 
relative and so are the moral practices.  
 
 Every individual can make a moral choice and in most occasions one has to.  However, 
according to Bauman (1993), in many occasions people do not choose what is morally good. 
Instead, they choose ways that are convenient for themselves, good for their future. Therefore, all 
the institutions that are in some ways dictating the moral behaviour of the people, are based on the 
very assumption that people generally cannot be trusted to make the right and the good choices. The 
only way out of this situation would be to entrust individual’s freedom to a set of standards created 
by a central agency. In the real world this would mean replacing the morality with the legal code, 
and complying with the Law (Bauman, 1993).  By this, the individual responsibility is merely to 
follow the existing set of ethical-legal rules.  
 
 However, the reality is that different people face different life circumstances. They also face 
different moral standards and different degrees of moral autonomy. “In modern society, some 
individuals are freer than others: some are more dependent than others” (Bauman, 1993:29). There 
is no central agency that could effectively control human behaviour after some universal standards. 
There are many agencies from which each offer different ethical standards, from which individuals 
have to choose themselves. At the dawn of postmodernity, the search for the universal standards 
and code of ethical rules has somewhat failed,  and the individuals stands between many choices 
and still having to bear all the responsibility for making them (Bauman, 1993). The conclusion that 
has been so difficult to face in the modernity is that: 
 
 “We know that we will face forever moral dilemmas without unambiguously good (that is, 
universally agreed upon, uncontested) solutions, and that we will be never sure where such 
solutions are to be found; not even whether it would be good to find them.” (Bauman, 1993:31) 
 
 In the postmodern times, the freedom of choice is still there, but the control over the ethical 
code is no longer in the hands of centralized institution. The control over the ethics has gone from 
the hands of centralised authority to the free market place, and the moral self has to choose not just 
within a frame of one moral code but also between different ethical codes.  
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 “…the ‘responsibility for the responsibility’ is no more lodged with central powers (or 
powers aspiring to centrality), having been shifted back to the actor; but this is privately owned and 
managed meta-responsibility (...) but for putting one’s bets on an ethical pattern likely to emerge 
victorious from the war of expert promises and/or popularity ratings” (Bauman, 1995:5) 
 
 The postmodern era also differs from the modern era by being a confusing and painful place, 
where the modern person realizes that perfection is impossible, and their unchanging values and 
laws or rules are no longer valid. In the postmodern world, the preceding categories or values that 
people thrived on are no longer clear-cut, meaning that nothing is unambiguous and it is one’s 
choice to make all the decisions, where there is no universal right or wrong, evil or good. 
Intellectual individuals suffer from this state of being, where they have to seek and find their own 
identity, where one constructs realities for themselves (Bauman, 2000). 
 
 The transition creates a further rise in the individualization of the society and human beings. 
Universal understandings and common responsibilities have diminished into personal choices, 
which is a self-creating process determined by the strength and dynamics of the process itself. In the 
modern world people seeked to look for clear self understanding and finding perfectionism, 
opposed to the postmodern world where people are flexible and able to shift gears between multiple 
perspectives and to live with concession that we cannot get rid of chaos, contingency, and 
ambiguity (Bauman, 2000). 
 
 In the postmodern society, human being is no longer only a well-defined ego, but detached 
experiences, understandings and individuals. The identity in postmodern society is related to 
transformation, rather than being bound by social norms. In the modern world, when people go 
through different social roles and norms, learning how to be a mother, boss and so forth, they seek 
to be stable and thus to create a stable identity (Bauman, 2000). In contrast, in the postmodern 
society, identity is unstable, consisting of temporary choices such as looking for certain image, 
lifestyle, knowledge or designer labels etc. The difference is that a modern person chooses to keep 
identity stable, while the postmodern person has multifaceted self who keeps possibilities open and 
always strives for new challenges (Bauman, 2000). 
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 In postmodernity, the market dictates its rules and different ethical codes, so the moral self 
has to make choices on which authority in the market to rely on. Experts and producers are trying to 
convince consumers that they offer and sell the right worldview and lifestyle, where an isolated 
individual faces life with fear (Bauman, 2000). There is still a persisting autonomy of the actor 
itself, which was also a characteristic of modernity, but since universal truths and principles no 
longer exist, it doesn’t really matter what the personal choices are like. On the other hand, Bauman 
(1995) poses a question, whether the absence of the universals has made the personal choices and 
responsibilities even more crucial? This is an important question in postmodernity, the question of 
the importance of the personal truths and principles in the time when ‘anything goes’.  
 
 “(…) the choice is blatantly left to the moral person’s own devices. With choice comes 
responsibility. And if choice is inevitable, responsibility is unavoidable.” (Bauman, 1995:7) 
  
 Whether this will affect the individual’s choices between the good and the evil, is a relevant 
question. There is no ready answer for this, but Bauman does conclude that this does make the 
individuals more aware of the moral aspects of their decisions and that the moral character of those 
is far more apparent now than it was before.  
 
 “(…) postmodernity is the moral person’s bane and chance at the same time. And that 
which of the two faces of the postmodern condition will turn out to be its lasting likeness, is itself a 
moral question.” (Bauman, 1995:8) 
 
 In the postmodern world things happen for reasons unexplainable, but people have learned 
to live in this world and adapted. People have learned to appreciate actions that may not be  
reasonable and the most correct ones for the moment. There is acceptance of these actions and 
agreement that not all of them have to be justified and fully explained. There is an acceptance and a 
certain appreciation for the existing ambiguity. This of course comes with its own psychological 
costs, but this acceptance has the potential to make the humane world more realistic (Bauman, 
1993).  
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To summarize, it seems like there are many characteristics that overlap between the modern 
and postmodern times. However, the main difference, concerning ethics and moral, is that in 
postmodernity people have finally faced the reality and somewhat given up the hopes for finding 
the universal ethical code. This is what has been the aim throughout modernity, but it is in  
postmodernity that a realization finally came, that a universal ethical stand are never to be found in 
a world full of ambiguity, uncertainty and change.  
 
Choice of theories: 
 
The theory of experience economy will help us to explain ecotourism in economical terms, 
with focus on the tool of adding value to a product. The added value is reflected in an economical 
gain, which the experience economy theory tries to explain by using a model of linear development, 
where a commodity is added value in four steps, concluding that memorable experiences is a 
product in itself, which is important to incorporate as a modern business. In this way the experience 
economy helps us to answer the first part of the cardinal question, as ecotourism, as a phenomenon, 
can be perceived as a value, which is added to conventional tourism. The fact that ecotourism often 
is more expensive than conventional tourism supports this approach.  
 
For the investigation of ecotourism, we have attempted to analyse the consumer’s role and 
the social tendencies that help to excel the development of this relatively new concept. As a basis 
for our analysis we assume ‘certain truths’ or accept a reality of tourism, with an interdependent 
interaction between industry and consumers, expressed through strategic advertisement, PR and 
consumer choices and cultural tendencies. However we found that studies on consumer behaviour 
primarily are comprised of economic theory and has little or nothing to offer when conceptualizing 
‘consumer culture’ as a sociological phenomenon. For this reason we choose to view ‘consumerism 
culture’ as a theory, in the framework of an article by sociologists Zukin and Maguire, influenced 
by social theorists such as Veblen, Bourdieu and Bauman among others. At the core of this theory, 
we suggest, that consumption of goods increasingly is influenced by consumer awareness, ‘active 
choices’ and perception of self, identity and ‘sense of belonging’. Furthermore we argue that the 
creation of the concept ‘ecotourism’ partly is rooted in consumerism culture, though it does not 
serve as a validation of the ‘eco-labelling’. We (attempt to) utilise the consumerism culture theory 
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as an explanatory tool, relevant to contemporary society and as an applicable theory on other 
consumption areas and global cultural tendencies.  
 
 During the project we often came across the question of why tourists choose ecotourism 
over other types of tourism. Even though the supposed differences are obvious, ecotourism as such 
offer many ‘extras’ that are not directly affecting the traveller. For example not throwing garbage 
on the tracks and using a limited amount of water – these neither raise the comfort level during the 
trip, nor in any other way improve the tangible quality of the travel. Still, ecotourists are even 
willing to pay more for joining this kind of travel type and the reasons behind this is also something 
we wanted to understand better. From a personal level, one would rather pay more for a luxury stay 
in a glamorous hotel, not being concerned about ownership, ethical conduct and local development. 
Yet, there is a rising awareness and a sense of responsibility about our actions, and the long term 
consequences of those.  
  
During our research we have looked through several complementary theories on modernity 
and postmodernity. All of these have helped to give a better understanding of the complexity of the 
topic. However, we found that Zygmunt Bauman’s writings on modernity and postmodernity 
provided many crucial points which assisted to answer our reseach questions. Therefore the analysis 
is primarily based on his views, though other notions of modernity and postmodernity is 
incorporated.  
 
Bauman uncovers other aspects of matters that have become important for individuals in the 
contemporary world. Questions of ethics and morality are central to individuals today, and this, to a 
large extent, lies behind the choices that ecotourists make. Bauman explains the characteristics of 
the postmodernity and emerging sense of individual responsibilities over every decision we make. It 
also explains the longing for individuality among people and this is also characteristic for those 
willing to try something new and never experienced before. We have used Bauman’s theory on 
modernity and postmodernity to uncover the major shifts that have happened in the society – 
changes in morality, ethics and ways of thinking. All of this has had influence on such emerging 
concepts and practises as sustainability and consequently also ecotourism. This primarily helps to 
answer the question ‘why’ rather than ‘how’ concerning reality.  
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Analysis:  
 
Ecotourism in the light of experience economy: 
 
The 3S tourism (sun, sand and sea) has marketed itself with emphasis on recovery and 
relaxation, and has for a long time been the dominant way of doing business in the tourism sector 
(Gössling, 2006). But a change has occurred, along side a shift in the economy. The old service 
economy, with focus on “delivery”, has been replaced by the new economy, which emphasize 
among other things, the experience economy (Löfgren, 2003). 
 
Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) theory of how consumers seek unique experiences beyond the 
simple consuming products and services, can be applied in a discussion on the emergence of eco-
tourism. The experience economy is relevant as it has been identified as the new and fast growing 
sector of western economies, based on the creation, marketing and selling of experiences (Gössling, 
2006). 
 
The consistent high level of product and service quality can no longer be used to 
differentiate choices for consumers (Oh et al., 2007). Consumer demand has changed and the 
industry is forced to comply. The focus has changed from services as the product, to experiences as 
the product.  
 
 
 
Services 
Deliver 
Intangible 
Customized 
Delivered on demand 
Provider 
Client 
Benefits 
Experiences 
Stage 
Memorable 
Personal 
Revealed over a duration 
Stager 
Guest 
Sensations 
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This shift is also explained be Oh et al. (2007):  
 
 “This new demand for unique and memorable experiences requires firms to develop a 
distinct value-added provision for products and services that have already achieved a consistent, 
high level of functional quality.” (Oh et al., 2007:119) 
 
Pine and Gilmore argue for businesses to shift their paradigm from the “delivery-focused” service 
economy to the “staged” experience economy that creates a memorable consumption experience. In 
this context conventional tourism is the “delivery-focused” product/service which has already 
achieved a consistent, high level of functional quality, and eco-tourism is the “staged” value-added 
provision.  
 
The websites below is examples of a snorkel trip in the same area sold in two different ways. 
The first tourism operator sells the trip with the following description and imaging:  
 
“Key West Snorkeling: The Key West coral reefs are part of the world's third largest reef 
system and are located in shallow water - under 20 feet. The seas at the reef are typically calm, 
crystal clear, and warm. While snorkeling Key West reefs, you will see a fascinating world of 
colorful fish and coral reef structure - even from the surface.” (Keywest, 2008) 
 
 
 (Source: Keywest, 2008) 
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You could argue that this trip is a “delivery focused” product/service, which Pine and Gilmore 
argue should be “staged”. The example below is the same activity in the same area, staged as 
ecotourism. The trip is sold with the following desctiption and imaging:  
 
“Discover sea life on an exciting eco adventure w/ Sea Bear! We specialize in personalized, 
fun & informative, guided charters. Watch dolphins, snorkel ocean & patch reefs. Experience 
diverse marine habitats as we guide you in the Keys wildlife refuge.”  
(Keywest, 2008) 
 
 
(Source: Keywest, 2008)  
 
All leisure tourism, which eco-tourism is a part of, is based on experiences, and it is the 
subjective perception that separates conventional tourism experiences from eco-tourism 
experiences. This is one of the reasons behind the difficulties of differentiating between tourism and 
eco-tourism on the market. But the businesses, operating and selling eco-tourism, spend a lot of 
energy on marketing eco-tourism as this new form of tourism which is very different from 
conventional tourism (Gössling, 2006). As Gössling points out in his article on eco-tourism as 
experience-tourism:  
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“What is new about ecotourism experiences is thus their presentation rather than their 
character – presumably, a tour in a kayak is still a tour in a kayak. The difference is that, only a few 
years ago, a local tourism entrepreneur in the Stockholm archipelago might have rented out kayaks 
for SEK100 (11 euros) per boat per day. Today, the same entrepreneur might offer tours certified 
with Nature’s Best (the Swedish ecotourism certification), send along a guide, use an advertisement 
that builds on promises of deep experiences: “Nature doesn’t come any closer that this. I the 
silence you can hear the quacking of eider ducks. You are in the middle of everything – or far from 
everything, depending on how you look at it” (Natures Best, 2005) – and charge several hundred 
euros for what formerly was now as kayaking”. (Gössling, 2006:91) 
 
This is a good example of a changed paradigm, which Pine and Gilmore argues for. Modern 
businesses should “ing the thing”, which is an expression Pine and Gilmore use, when they want to 
emphasize the potential of making the individual perform while using the good, instead of focusing 
on how the good itself performs. The attention should be on the individual’s use of the good (Pine 
and Gilmore, 1999).  
 
“Consider the diversity of activities – some old, some new, but all very intense experiences: 
house boating, portaging, mountain biking, cattle driving, bobsledding, tall-ship sailing, tornado 
chasing, canyoneering, wagon training, sail viewing, iceberg tracking, puffin birding, race-car 
driving, hot-air ballooning, rock-climbing, spelunking, white-water rafting, canoeing, heli-hiking, 
hut-to-hut hiking, whale-kissing, Ilama trekking, barnstorming, land yachting, historic battle re-
enacting, ice-boating, polar bearing and dog sledding. (Pine and Gilmore, 1999:15) 
 
In this connection the conventional tourism, which the businesses marketed and sold as 
bikes, kayaks, sailboats, canoes, cars etc. for a certain amount of money, is the good/service. This 
conventional form of tourism is added the “staged” experience in order for it to become experience 
tourism. This fact transcends to the added value of “sustainability” for the conventional experience 
to become eco-tourism. Gössling’s example with the kayaks in Sweden also applies here. Many 
nature-based activities would have been an offer 5, 10, 20 years ago. The same activities are now 
sold with numerous adjectives and attributes attached, and are then presented as once-in-a-lifetime 
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experiences epitomizing the shift from the ‘function’ of the good to the ‘circumstances’ or the 
‘experience’ of the good.   
 
In relation to Bauman and his writings on post modernity, modernity and moral, the added 
value of “being in touch with nature” (Gössling, 2007), is an example of a moral value and a choice 
we have to make, based on what we subjectively think is ‘good or bad’. In this case the moral value 
and the choice of “being in touch with nature” as in the example with the Swedish kayaks, is not 
necessarily a ‘good’ value, as the value is only added as a way for the local tourism entrepreneur to 
earn more money. The value has been present regardless. But according to Bauman, individuals are 
also more aware of the moral aspect and character of their decisions, which makes this specific 
moral choice a less important and profound choice. But if we transfer Bauman’s thoughts on the 
moral choice not necessarily being ‘good’, to a discussion on ecotourism in general, then it is 
possible to talk about an ethical code, in the hands of the free market place, becoming a moral value 
which might subjectively be thought of as being morally ‘right and good’ but turns out to be quite 
the opposite. Ecotourism in previously untouched areas, reached by plane, which is then 
‘contaminated’, at the expense of a simple trip to Mallorca, is an example of a moral decision, 
which at first seems correct, but when thinking about it turns out to be the opposite. This is the case 
as the previously untouched area would have stayed this way if the ecotourism trip was never taken. 
But because it is added the value of being “sustainable”, “ecological friendly” etc. it becomes a 
moral choice between the ‘sustainable’ trip to e.g. Alaska, or the “non-sustainable” trip to Mallorca.  
   
 The coffee cup in Paris serves a good example of how the added value can be used to 
differentiate certain products in a certain industry. In this way the experience economy functions as 
market tool, modern businesses can use to increase their revenue. But the linear development of 
production: from agricultural production to the production of goods to the service economy to the 
experience economy, is used by Pine and Gilmore to explain how the experience economy is a 
framework for business structure and consumerism culture in a western hemisphere (Jantzen and 
Arendt Rasmussen, 2007). But we argue that the theory is not comprehensive and sufficient enough 
to explain this framework. The focus is for example only on the rich western European countries, 
and not on countries with cheap labour and production to which the production and service activity 
is often outsourced. The theory also lacks the aspect of modernity:  
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“That modernity has actively, but not always explicitly, had an identity threatening, as well 
as identity constructing side effect; that it has spurred new ways, and created new objects, to 
perceive with; that it has produced a sphere of leisure, where personality should and could be 
“revitalized” after a work day; that it has contributed to develop new role-playing like social 
conventions in order to regulate the meeting between strangers in a crowd – all this is left out by 
Pine and Gilmore” (Own translation from Jantzen and Arendt Rasmussen, 2007:26)  
 
Therefore it can not only be the fact that consumers are willing to pay an increasingly higher 
price for products, as long as the product has added value, which explains modern business 
structure and consumerism culture. The aspect of modernity must be applied in order for the 
experience economy to stand out and contribute to a deeper explanation of western economy and 
culture.  
 
According to Pine and Gilmore (1999) the economy has moved to an experience-economical 
phase. Their argument is that the consumers are willing to pay an increasingly higher price for 
products which are staged as memorable experiences that seek to involve the consumer’s senses, 
feelings and intellect. This is also true, but we argue, the experience economy theory partly 
functions as a new way of structuring defined sectors, with the goal of creating new competitive 
parameters and incitements for western businesses in the global economy (Jantzen and Arendt 
Rasmussen, 2007). It is not until the aspect of modernity is applied that the development to 
experience economy can be used as a tool to explain how the western business structure and 
consumerism culture has emerged. This also applies to the discussion on how experience economy 
can explain the emergence of ecotourism. Ecotourism is consequently not only a result of 
experience economy but more a result of modern business structure combined with consumerism 
culture in the western hemisphere.  
 
Along with this new economy of experiences follows a ‘postmodern’, ‘new’ tourist. This 
‘new’ tourist is seeking a more authentic and unique experience instead of the old 3S tourism.  
Conventional sun, sand and sea are no longer sufficient and many ‘postmodern’ tourists seek the 
authenticity, which is often seen to exist in the nature. Along with this effect the experience 
economy have on tourism, follows the effect the consumers have on tourism.  
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Ecotourism in the light of consumerism culture: 
 
When we look at the concept of experience economy, which arguably is one of the fastest 
growing sectors of modern economy, this can be categorised as ‘top level’ consumerism. Tourism 
acts as a quintessential example of this, since it primarily serves the ‘need’ for recreational and 
leisure time activities, which entails ‘top level’ consumer choices and is strongly indicative of 
changes in tendencies and trends affecting these choices. Experience economy thus epitomizes the 
development of consumerism culture, since it facilitates ‘the multiple levels’ of consumption linked 
to consumers’ perception of ‘self’ and identity.  
To closer examine this link, we can look at different types of motivational backgrounds for 
consumer choices: A ‘critical consumer’ chooses one product as opposed to another, because of a 
lack of belief in authority and grand corporate structures, making the consumer pursue alternative 
products. On a multifaceted level, ‘awareness’ is also a growing tendency amongst consumers, with 
the focus on the implications of a particular purchase or the use of a specific company, dictating the 
choice process. This can also be described in terms of an ‘ethical consumer’ with choices following 
the particular belief-system. The ‘self-awareness’ of a community can thereby evolve into a 
political action, as seen with the boycott of Danish products in Muslim countries, following the 
‘Mohammed drawing crisis’, -another example could be when Danish consumers boycotted French 
products following French nuclear bomb tests. In these cases the impact of mass-action validates 
and concretises these as ‘cultural expressions’. In this view we can also link the pop-cultural 
tendencies to consumer behaviour, closely related to the ‘value system’ of what is considered to be 
‘smart’, ‘in’ or ‘cool’ in particular mass or sub cultures: 
 
“Issues of identity and consumption converge in the concepts of ‘taste’ and ‘lifestyle’, that 
is, systems of practises through which individuals classify them-selves by their classification of 
consumer goods as more or less desirable, acceptable, or valuable […].” (Zukin and Maguire, 
2004:181) 
 
This can furthermore be explored by looking at one of the predominant trends or 
‘movements’ within the last decade, encapsulated by the focus on ‘sustainability’, ‘ecology’ and 
‘social equality’, excellently exemplified by the “Max Havelaar” brand in the food industry and by 
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ecotourism in the tourism industry. Another strong influence is the increased ‘self-awareness’, ‘self-
realization’ or ‘individualism’ (see section on Bauman) of our times, which also is reflected in the 
increasing demands and expectations towards goods and experiences. These cultural tendencies are 
influencing consumer choices, and have been for several years, but more recently this has also 
become evident in the commercial growth of ‘branded’ or value associated goods (ecotourism) , 
with industries tapping into the knowledge of these consumer values, to more effectively sell their 
products.  
 
As Experience Economy and tourism work at the ‘top level’ of consumption, these 
tendencies have also started to influence product development in these sectors. Arguably experience 
economy functions by promoting a product with an ‘increased value’, as incentive for consumers. 
The proposition of ecotourism is thus the quintessential example of the socio-economic interactions 
of consumerism culture, since the existence of this is maintained through an interdependent 
relationship. This leads to the interesting question of which factors are predominant, in the 
correlation between tourism industries and consuming subjects. Arguably individual demand for the 
availability of ‘eco-travelling’ must grow enough as a mass-phenomena for industries to react, but 
could on the other hand, in theoretical terms, also be induced or perhaps even created by clever 
marketing. Furthermore it is problematic to distinguish if ecotourism is in fact a conceptual reality 
or simply a construct designed to appeal to consumers by deploying value associated branding and 
advertisement.  
 
An example of this can be seen the case of how Laos is represented as a tourist destination: 
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(Source: Ecotourism Laos, 2008) 
 
 
(Source: Ecotourism Laos, 2008) 
 
This can be compared to another representation of Laos in traditional tourist terms as seen in 
the following example: 
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(Source: Visit Mekong, 2008) 
 
Nonetheless we can examine the premises for consumers attracted to the idea of ecotourism. 
One of the explanations is the idea of ‘the ethical consumer’. The ethical consumer is motivated by 
the wish to live up to certain ethical standards, also when concerning leisure time or vacation 
activities. From our standpoint, (just as with the concept of ecotourism) these ethical choices can 
arguably be motivated by a genuine awareness and ‘wish to make a better world’, and in effect 
serving as a role-model, or in crude terms be interpreted as an expression of superficial and 
fashionable, time-limited trends. The probability is that the reality is a product of both, and 
consequently the tourism industry has tapped into these cultural tendencies, to re-design tourism 
experiences. At the core of the ethical thought-frame or ‘cultural tendency’ lies an increased 
‘awareness’, both towards the individual (identifying process) and towards the ‘chain of money’ 
(what kind of enterprise you support through your consumption). When looking at ecotourism, 
which could be interpreted as the principle product of experience economy,  this ‘awareness’ is 
reflected in the consumers demands for ‘memorable enjoyment’, ethical conduct and perception of 
‘naturalness’.  
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Through the eyes of consumerism culture theory, we could then argue that ecotourism 
facilitates consumers’ ethical and self-reflective reaction to a ‘reality’ dominated by technology, 
regional inequality, capitalism’ and mass-culture, by valuing nature/‘naturalness’, ‘sustainable 
development/incentives’, wellness/experiences (non-materialistic values) and self-
realisation/individualism. However, consumerism culture could also reflect the (superficial, pop-
cultural) incentive for ecotourism, suggesting that the phenomena exists through the construct of 
corporate market planning, supported by the high price setting and revenue earned from ecotourism. 
Reducing this cultural movement into a hypocritical system of self-indulgence, kept in motion by 
‘bad-conscience’ incentives to blindly consume prefabricated ‘feel-good - buy a clear conscience 
products’, leaving eco labelling as a convenient illusion, unable to contribute to a sustainable, equal 
and ‘organic’ world. The reality, however would arguably be found somewhere in between these 
above mentioned extremes. The point to be made is that consumerism culture (in our opinion) has 
become a ‘power factor’ in the socio-political and economic landscape, by delegating political and 
economic power to ‘the masses’. This proposition entails that we in the future could experience 
‘public will’ increasingly expressed through support or boycott, with subsequently (and potentially 
profound) implications at a political level, in effect working as a fluctuation in the global power 
balance, creating a new world view, comparable to the ‘structural changes’ (Strange, 1992) and 
‘new global governance’ (Buchanan and Keohane, 2006). As an argument for this claim we point to 
experience economy and especially ecotourism as an indicative and theoretical proof for a 
‘consumerism culture’, which then retrospectively serves as a precondition for the existence of 
ecotourism. 
 
This shift in consumer ethics has links to the business world, in the sense that businesses of 
course responds to the increasing trend of being a “sustainable” and environmentally responsible 
citizen. The emerging strategy of Corporate Social Responsibility is one form of response from the 
business world. This strategy is a consequence of the changed role and status businesses have in 
society today. The tourism business is also forced to consider this field. Ecotourism could be seen 
as a result of this consideration.  
 
The attitude towards the business has become more critical and the common perception of 
the business community is that businesses are only interested in profit maximization, without any 
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sense of responsibility (Rendtorff, 2007). This fact has forced the businesses to change their course. 
Focus have changed from cheap production, more profit, unlimited power, etc. to engage in society, 
social responsibility, “the good citizen”, dignity, integrity, united values, ecology, environment, 
sustainability, etc. but of course with economic validity in mind. The connection between the lack 
of ethical implementation in modern businesses and the social and environmental costs in society, 
also called externalisation, have lead to the public being aware of the fact that business ethics are an 
important part of a legitimate and trustworthy business, which in the long term is beneficial for 
society (Rendtorff, 2007). The policy of businesses towards society, and how they treat the partners 
involved, are no longer reserved the top management. It has become a matter for the public as well. 
This development is due to different non governmental organizations such as Greenpeace and 
Attack which has made the public aware of the lack of corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
towards society in the business community. The information age we are living in has lead to a 
broader coverage of this, and the result has been that employees and consumers are more aware of 
the corporate social responsibility (Rendtorff, 2007).  
 
 The critical consumer sees it as important to know that the shoe is fabricated without the use 
of child workers, or the coffee has not been harvested by low-income workers in inhuman working 
conditions. This reflection by consumers is also evident in terms of how consumers choose which 
vacation they want to buy. Instead of buying the “unsustainable” vacation they buy ‘eco’ solutions.     
 
Consumers no longer buy a product on the basis of its qualities. Consumers now see the 
product in full, i.e. if the product is in accordance with modern corporate social responsibility. But 
business ethics should not only be at the consumer-level. Company stakeholders such as 
shareholders, management, employees, suppliers, local community and state should also be 
considered:  
 
 In a long time business and ethics have not been compatible. But with the changed attitude 
towards business in society you could argue that business ethics have become the foundation for a 
business. The argument is that societies deselect products and businesses which do not live up to 
corporate social responsibility. That is why social responsibility is good publicity which in long 
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term would become economical cost-effective, as society would not doubt whether the business acts 
as a “good citizen”. 
   
Ecotourism in the light of modernity and post modernity: 
 
When people are traveling, they pursue to explore the unusual, experience nature and/or see 
the unexpected. Why do people perceive the unfamiliar as a pleasure, despite the fact that it is 
human instinct to react to the unfamiliar with fear and loath? Bauman (2007) has mentioned that our 
society and life patterns become more and more predictable and people have less and less tolerance 
and ability to handle unpredictable incidents. We could argue that ecotourism is a product that is 
produced in the tourism industry for those who seek adventures, but with the wellbeing guaranteed.   
 
To live ‘elsewhere’ means to continually find yourselves involved in a conversation in which 
different identities are recognized, exchanged and mixed but do not vanish. Here differences 
function not necessarily as barriers but rather as signals and complexity. To be a stranger in a 
strange land, to be lost (…) [in the sense “without a country”], is perhaps a condition typical of 
contemporary life. (Chambers, 1994:18)  
 
Urry states in his book ‘The Tourist gaze’ that Postmodernity is dissolving the previously 
existing boundaries, such as between high and low cultures and between cultural forms. He tries to 
explain the pre-Postmodern era, where there was process of differentiation between the cultural 
spheres, and the Postmodern era, which is re-differentiating and is anti-hierarchical (Urry, 2002).  
 
 This re-differentiation creates a: 
 
“(…) stylish melting pot of the old and new, of the nostalgiac and the futuristic, of the 
‘natural’ and ‘artificial’, of the youthful and the mature, or high culture and of low, and of 
modernism and postmodernism. (…)The contemrorary culture market muddles together the elite 
and the vulgar. Yesterday’s shock and today’s joke in one gloriously trivial bricolage. Style is 
everything and anything can become style” (Urry, 2002:64) 
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There is a dramatic change in the powers of different social classes in society, where they have 
different approaches towards pleasure and leisure.  
 
One of the core values in the postmodern culture is a postmodern person’s self realization 
and search for one’s own identity.  Identity could be expressed through different things, while Urry 
argues that one’s identity is expressed through the prioritization of ‘culture’ over nature or natural 
desire.  
 
There is a strong emphasis in the current media, for example on objects of daydreaming 
being socially constructed through TV, advetisements, literature, cinema, photography etc. This is a 
crucial element in most forms of consumption, and is clearly significant in vacation choices.  
 
Due to fact that a great part of typical tourist experiences can be experienced virtually 
through television, Internet, etc., which can be switched on and off, and can be repeated at will, the 
behaviour and psychology of tourists have changed dramatically, and therefore there is a struggle to 
find ways of traveling that can create increasingly greater experiences.  
 
There is an emphasis on being ‘traveler’ rather than ‘tourist’, and individual choices where 
one is avoiding package holidays and see the need to be an educated traveler, where s/he 
understands that one can make a difference. 
 
Urry argues that the ‘service class’, which is his term for the new middle class,  undermines 
the bourgeois order through minimal luxury, functionalism, and an ascetic lifestyle, which has 
reflected on this range of contemporary cultural symbols and practices such as healthy food, “eco” 
products, vegetarianism, nouvelle cuisine, traditional and non-western alternative medicines, and a 
general awareness of a healthy lifestyle led through jogging, swimming, fitness activities, 
mountaineering, walking etc.    
 
“Post-tourist is freed from the constraints of ‘high culture’ on the one hand, and the 
untrammeled pursuit of the ‘pleasure principle’ on the other hand. S/he can move easily from one to 
the other and indeed can gain pleasure from the contrasts between the two” (Urry, 2002:105) 
 Roskilde University  
The International Social Science Basic Studies, House 21.1, 4th. Semester Project - Spring 2008: 
“Ecotourism – Egotourism?” 
Group 15: Maija Bertule, Jens M. Kring, Qillaq Nielsen, Lasse Degn, Gerelmaa Gerelsaikhan  
 
 
 59
Since the modern world is highly industrialized and our daily lives are being controlled and 
supported by machines and technology, people are eager to see a glimpse of simplicity and 
naturalness in life reflected in the destinations visited. 
 
 As mentioned before, Zygmunt Bauman’s theory on modernity and postmodernity helps us 
to understand many of the changes that have happened in society and which have lead to the 
emergence of the phenomenon of ecotourism and its growing popularity. We would like to analyse 
the changes in the framework of consumer’s attitudes to moral issues. Bauman argues that part of 
the world is in the time of postmodernity, and ecotourism seems to fulfil many of the needs of the 
postmodern consumer. 
 
 Bauman describes these times as times when individuality matters, and we believe that this 
has close connection to why people have chosen to pursue alternative types of tourism, such as 
ecotourism. Being able to experience a place yet undiscovered by others, does not only provide a 
unique ‘seeing and feeling experience’, it also gives the individual a sense of being special, being 
different from others. Going through the role of being an ecotourist helps to create a new identity, a 
new role in the world. This role is associated with things such as responsibility, awareness, respect 
to nature, etc. This image is not necessarily stable and lasting. Some tourists may be ecotourists at 
one moment in time, but at another they can choose to travel as part of the so called mass tourism 
industry, or vice versa. People who have travelled as part of the mass tourism industry all their 
lives, can suddenly choose to travel as ecotourists. This is not necessarily because their perception 
of what is ethical travelling has radically changed, it can also be because the postmodern person 
always keeps possibilities open. Their roles can be in a constant change and as new roles emerge, it 
is never certain that they are going to maintain the old ones. People want to try something new and 
are in search for new challenges and experiences. These choices reflects contemporary society, 
because people are in a constant search for new kinds of images, lifestyles etc. At this point in time, 
it seems that ecotourism is the lifestyle and image that many find appealing. This could be a result 
of the changes in the ethical codes and moral. 
 
 According to Bauman, people have become more aware of the moral dimension of every 
decision they make. Our choices have long stretching consequences and one could argue that 
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becoming aware of this is why many tourists choose ecotourism. There is a growing knowledge 
about the impacts of our actions on the environment, and phenomena such as global warming and 
the greenhouse effect are some of the biggest discussion topics of our time. Carrying responsibility 
for our own decisions and having to make a moral choice with every thing we do is what 
characterizes postmodernity, therefore people’s opting for ecotourism could be a sign of awareness 
of this. Many choose to travel as ecotourists because they feel responsible for their actions and care 
for the environment and local cultures. What Bauman claims is that our actions can have 
consequences in places that we will never see or even hear about. This can be true in the case of 
ecotourism. Whether you choose to make an online payment for ‘just another trip to Antalya’ or 
instead buy an ecotravel experience, can mean a lot, not only for the preservation of nature, but 
possibly also for the local communities involved. In postmodernity all the responsibility for the 
decissions we make lies on our shoulders. Making sure that part of the money we pay for the travel 
does reach the local community members of the destination, is one of the basic principles of 
ecotourism. It seems that the postmodern individuals choose to pursue the image of ‘ecotourist’, 
somewhat signalizing that travellers are willing to take the responsibility for their actions. 
Travellers have a wide variety of trips and types of tourism available to them. However, ecotourism 
is claimed to be one of the fastest growing segments of the whole tourism industry. This signalizes 
that there is something very attractive for the postmodern man in particularly this type of tourism. 
This, one could say, is not even the type of tourism that offers the biggest thrill or the most amazing 
stay at a location. The things that it offers are fairly simple, but they satisfy some of the consumer’s 
ethical concerns, and this matters in the time of postmodernity. 
 
 We have seen that these are the times when ‘green’ sells and ecotourism, with its ‘ecological 
connotation, is just one product on the green, eco- and responsible market. Bauman describes 
postmodernity as the time where there are many market players trying to convince the buyers that it 
is exactly their ethical code, lifestyle, image etc which is the best one. Currently, the suppliers of 
organic products also sell an image and a lifestyle of a person who cares and lives sustainably. 
There is a continuous competition between them and other market players for selling their image 
and their worldview to consumers. This is a very clear tendency that can also be seen in the tourism 
industry, and ecotourism is a prime example. People marketing ecotourism are in fact selling not 
just the mere travel from point A to point B, there is more to it. By buying this product one becomes 
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somewhat a part of a whole different lifestyle and acquires a new identity – the identity of an 
ecotourist. With this identity certain characteristics follow and suddenly one becomes part of a 
lifestyle where being responsible, acting sustainably and caring matters. And it is really difficult to 
say, whether the individual that has now accepted the image of an ecotourist really cared about 
these things in advancem, or if it is just the image that is created, when one enters the role of an 
ecotourist. One might argue that this has not much to do with the (changing) individual beliefs. 
Amongst the many market players trying to sell their different ‘ethical codes’, the ecotourism 
industry may have been most succesful at advertising and selling their products. Being green, caring 
for sustainability, not wearing fur, etc., these are all different ethical codes being sold on the market.  
 
The postmodern individual is always looking for new challenges, so can there be a 
guarantee that he wont be favouring just another and maybe completely opposite ethical code, 
image and lifestyle, if it becomes fashionable tomorrow? This depends to a large extent on the real 
nature of ecotourism. Since it is still a new phenomenon, it is difficult to predict whether this will be 
a whole new tradition and way of conducting travels, that will be incorporated in all the existing 
types of tourism, or if it is just another kind on the list of emerging and disappearing passions of 
tourists. It might just as well be possible, that the interests of consumers will shift and that 
ecotourism will be forgotten. However, if we trust Bauman, then it is more likely that at least within 
the postmodernity, this kind of tourism will endure. This is so, because our responsibilities of 
making moral decisions will not disappear overnight. Ecotourism is one such choice, which, 
according to the industry’s many media sources, is the ‘good’ one and at least gives the sense of 
feeling that we are being responsible and doing the right thing.  
  
This has also been explained when talking about the nature of the experience economy. In 
the times when experience is something that can be sold to consumers, ecotourism is sold as 
something ‘good’ and new. Those buying the ecotourism travels feel that by paying that extra, they 
have done something good for the environment. In postmodernity, finding a suitable ethical code 
for one self, is one of the goals of individuals, and for many ecotourism is the right ethical code of 
conduct in tourism. However, this can also be seen as a way of taking care of one’s own 
responsibilities. By paying for a trip they have also somewhat bought their way out of the feeling of 
being responsible for the negative effects that their travel activities have on the environment. At 
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least to some extent, they also buy clean conscience. There are also some principles that ecotourists 
have to follow during the trip, but lots of the travel organization is done for those who buy an 
ecotrip from an agency. In the times of ambiguity and constant moral choices, with following 
responsibilities, experience economy helps to stage ecotourism as an experience,  which in addition 
to encountering nature and meeting local culture, helps to relieve the burden of the responsibility on 
our shoulders. Many ecotourists can travel more easily knowing that they have done their part to 
‘save the world’.  
  
Ecotourism just like the experience economy is a consequence of the power of the 
consumerism culture. Now people are able to make a statement by simply making a choice of 
whether to purchase a product or not, and therefore, the industry actively follows their preferences 
and wishes. Postmodernity and modernity has come as time where it is important for people to feel 
special and to be individuals, to be different from others. Though, in postmodernity the individuals 
can change more over time. However, the consumerism culture is the way that individuals fulfil 
their needs, and consuming products has become important, not just in the pursuit of a certain 
lifestyle, but also for the way people are perceived by others. This is a time, when certain products 
are associated with a certain type of personality and a certain lifestyle, and this also is the case with 
ecotourism. As already stated, it is a way of creating a certain image and presenting a certain ethical 
code. Because of this, there also persists a problem, which we have encountered during our research 
– it is the problem of clearly distinguishing between ‘real’ ecotourists and those who are not. This is 
so, because it is possible to classify oneself as belonging to a certain group by simply buying a 
product. In the case of ecotourism, buying an ecotrip would mean that we travel as an ecotourist. 
There are of course some doubts about how well many companies comply with the standards of 
ecotourism but in many countries the certification schemes help to keep up the standards. However, 
there are many people who travel alone and organize their own travels and still call themselves 
ecotourists, so this poses a question: Whether the reported growth of ecotourism is really that 
significant? If we become free to call and consider us ecotourists as we wish (many statistics and 
questionnaires do include respondents that consider themselves to be ecotourists), how can we 
know if it has anything to do with the real ecotourism principles?  
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Effects of ecotourism:  
 
 Even though there are noticeable changes in the way that companies are conducting their 
businesses, there are cases when offering ecotourism means little change in the practice as emphasis 
is put on values rather than operational change.  
 
 The very point of ecotourism is practising tourism, which minimizes the negative effects on 
the environment, and in addition to that maximizes the positive input in the local communities and 
conservation of the wildlife. Even so, not every trip branded as eco lives up to these codes. 
Ecotourism is not necessarily a perfect nature-friendly travel – it has its negative effects, sometimes 
even more damaging than the conventional tourism: 
 
 “Ecotourism, if it is more than a marketing label, has lower per capita impacts than other 
forms of tourism, but these impacts tend to be concentrated in areas of highest conservation value, 
especially in protected areas.” (Buckley, 2001:390) 
 
 There is a number of aspects, in which ecotourism has an impact on the local communities 
and environment. These can be divided within three main impact areas – the economic, socio-
cultural and environmental (Buckley, 2001). 
 
The environmental impacts of ecotourism: 
 
 The ecotravel itself often involves not only the immediate impacts that tourists leave on the 
travel destination, but also related impacts that occur while going to and from that destination. It is 
often left out of the equation, how much impact travellers has on the environment.  
 
“To illustrate this, a single return flight from Europe to Australia causes emissions of 
about 4.5 t CO2 per capita, which will vastly exceed sustainable per capita per year  
emissions (3.5 t CO2).” (UNEP, 2008)  
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Of course the significance of the impact on the environment is dependent not only on the 
way travel is conducted, but also on the type of ecosystem itself. If it is a habitat for endangered 
species or plants, then even few tourists can have a considerable impact. Among the major impacts 
are those of noise disturbance, those left by transport, trampling on different plants, etc. Some of 
these consequences may not be initially apparent, but they may have serious long term effects. 
Impacts of trampling on plants can be seen instantly. Repeated disturbances of animals may not be 
instantly apparent, but may cause population decline in the long term, which is especially critical 
for endangered species. Furthermore, roads and tracks, if not properly designed, can cause soil 
erosion and work as barriers for small animals (Buckley, 2001). Their natural routes are disrupted, 
which can subsequently also lead to population decline. Vehicle tyres can transport weed seeds and 
spores not belonging to the local ecosystem, while the engine exhausts from vehicles themselves 
can cause both air and water contamination (Buckley, 2001). These impacts are extremely 
important, and this is so, because ecotourists are often travelling to sites that have not been major 
tourism attractions in the past, and places where only few humans have been at all. Therefore, the 
form of tourism, which is supposedly the most nature-friendly, can cause the most damage in some 
cases.  
 
 Buckley (2001) also lists a number of other negative impacts by ecotourists. These are 
mostly the same kind of disturbances, as mentioned above, taking place due to the accommodation 
and ecotourism activities.  Those related to soil impact greatly spoils the ability to support 
vegetation and in addition to that it causes damage to the plant roots. While the soil damage and the 
removal of some small animal species on the tracks and camping sites encounter a relatively small 
territory and rarely spreads the effects outside the tracks themselves, things such as noise 
disturbance and introduction of plants not native to the local area can have much more widespread 
and damaging effects (Buckley, 2001). 
 
  Even seemingly rare tourist visits can cause noticeable effects: 
 
 “Disturbance by tourists in some areas of the Galapagos Islands led to the collapse of 
feeding and mating systems of the Galapagos land iguana” (Buckley, 2001:384) 
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This concludes, that even, if the ecotourism is much better managed than conventional 
tourism, in environmental terms, as the numbers of ecotourists grow; there is a growing concern for 
the conservation of the special tourism destinations. Therefore monitoring and management by 
governments and private land owners, will play an important role in the future conservation of 
nature.  
 
Although Ecotourism is often emphasised as being in small groups, and it only makes up 
roughly 5% of the overall number of tourists (TIES, 2008), the impact becomes focused on certain 
destinations.  Since nature, and in particular rare kinds of nature, is an incorporated concept in 
ecotourism, this focus is often concentrated on sensitive areas.  
 
“Lamington National Park itself is a 200 km2 area of mountains and sub-tropical rainforest 
visited by approximately 500,000 persons per year, most but not all of whom are ecotourists.” 
(Weaver, 2002:22) 
 
The economic impacts of ecotourism:  
 
 One of the main principles in ecotourism is to support the development of local 
communities. But the question is how significant the amount that actually remains in the local area 
is. A large percentage of the amount that tourists pay for an eco-journey go to tourism operators 
outside the destination countries. One of the reasons is of course, the higher costs which these 
operators pay for the flights and marketing. Another reason is the leakage that happens when local 
companies spend their revenue buying products from abroad. A survey shows the percentage of the 
initial tourist expenditures that leave the destination country (Lindberg, 2001): 
 
- 70% for the average Caribbean country (up to 90% in the Bahamas and as low as 37% in 
Jamaica) 
- 70% in Nepal 
- 60% in Thailand 
- 55% for the typical developing country 
- 55% in The Gambia 
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- 53% in Zimbabwe 
- 45% in Costa Rica 
- 45% in St Lucia 
 
Even less stays in the local community itself, it is estimated that more than 90% of tourism 
spending is leaking away from the communities at the site (Lindberg, 2001).  
 
This leakage is described by Sørensen (2003) in a Danish newspaper feature, where he 
quotes the director of Albatros Travel, a travel agency based in Denmark specialising in travels in 
smaller groups to more ‘exotic’ destinations all over the world, including Galapagos, Greenland and 
Antarctica. Sørensen quotes that of 10.000 DKK spent by a tourist to buy a trip through Albatros, 
only 50 DKK stay in the local community at the destination (Sørensen, 2003). Even though 
Albatros makes no claim of being an eco operator, their homepage does have a menu called 
“Politics, ethics, and travels”. Apart from reflecting on boycott of certain destinations, the company 
describes how they support the Red Cross in collecting funds, have “small projects” successively, 
such as support to threatened peoples, such as the Penans in Borneo, and people in developing 
countries struck by catastrophes.   
 
 “In addition to this, we strive to develop a more sustainable tourism. It [including the before 
mentioned “small projects”] is not projects that we normally trumpet publicly, partly because some 
can be controversial, and partly because we believe that the long term positive effect is greater 
when attitudes spread from within, like circles widening in the water.” (Albatros travel, 2008, own 
translation) 
 
 After the 2007 season, Albatros Travel could look back at a successful year with revenue of 
more than 450 million DKK, and a profit of 21 million DKK (Business.dk, 2008). This indicates 
that even though the intentions are right, it does not lead to excessive philanthropism.    
 
Even though one of the goals of ecotourism is to support local communities, it often has 
little effect in reality. While it does create employment in the local communities, which of course is 
positive, a great share of the travel expenditures passes the locals. However, it is not always the case 
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that ecotourism operator succeeds in generating local employment. This is so, because often the 
work places in the tourism infrastructure are already occupied, and most of the businesses have a 
relatively small number of working places to fill (Wearing, 2001). However, there is a potential of 
the local people directly benefiting, because surveys have shown that ecotourists are likely to spend 
more in the local restaurants and shops, so if the community can be involved in planning and setting 
up these ecotourism projects, a leak could be minimized (Wearing, 2001).  
 
 Another economic impact from ecotourism can be the increase in living costs in the tourism 
areas, which can make it more difficult for the local people to manage living. This refers not only to 
increase in consumer goods prices, but also rise in the real estate and land prices, which can make it 
difficult for some locals to even stay in the area (Wearing, 2001).  
 
The socio-cultural impacts: 
 
 Another aspect often ignored, when talking about ecotourism, is the social and cultural 
impacts on the local societies.  
 
 “Socio-cultural impacts are those influences that come to bear upon the host society as 
result of tourist contact” (Wearing, 2001:397) 
 
Just like in the conventional tourism industry, it is equally relevant for the success of 
ecotourism, that there is a support and acceptance from the local community, which means that 
sustainability should not only concern the environmental aspect, but also the socio-cultural aspect 
(Wearing, 2001). Nevertheless, it is rare that there are actually ongoing consultations with the 
community about the way that the tourism should be planned to ensure gains not only for the 
tourism operators but also for the locals. It is usually a one sided planning process done by the 
industry and possibly with the local authorities, but not with the people that in the end are those 
most directly affected by tourists. 
 
 In many cases the needs of the local communities are being ignored, in order to create a 
pleasant stay for the tourists and to develop the tourism industry. As a result, local people in many 
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areas have lost resource ownership and management opportunities (Wearing, 2001). An example is 
the case of The Dominican Republic, where the establishment of the Del Este national park meant, 
that almost 100 locals had to move, and many more were restricted in their access to natural 
resources they had used for many years (Carrier and Macleod, 2005). This is not an unusual 
situation, when the interests of the local people are subordinated to those of the tourism industry 
and environmental activists. Another example is the situation in the Montego Bay in Jamaica. The 
local people had for a long time generated a considerable part of their income by fishing, became 
restricted in their access to the waters that they had utilised, without getting any compensation. 
Meanwhile, the boats with which the tourists travel have caused a serious deterioration of local 
waters (Carrier and Macleod, 2005). Even though a change such as a national park is usually a 
positive thing for the sustainability of nature, the establishment of it has to be done considering the 
needs of the local population. Otherwise, the sustainability of nature will be achieved at the expense 
of the wellbeing and sustainability of the local cultures: 
 
 “Such plans obliged these people to ignore their personal histories, and hence the 
understandings of the costal waters that sprang from them. Instead, they were obliged to think in 
terms of things like biodiversity, ecosystem and consultative groups” (Carrier and Macleod, 
2005:327) 
 
This is referred to as the ‘ecotourism bubble’, meaning that the focus of the travellers is on 
the interaction between them and the particular culture or the culture they are visiting, but the 
context of the visit is being ignored (Carrier and Macleod, 2005). 
 
The case of Laos: 
 
This interaction is particularly apparent in the case of individual travellers, or very small 
groups of travellers who venture on “expeditions” to encounter foreign cultures. Vrasti offers one 
explanation of the mechanisms spurring these journeys: 
 
“ (…) representations of independent travel are often littered with Orientalist tropes, which 
fashion the Western backpacker and ecotourist as the brave, lonely explorer, who has to endure 
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natural hardships, poor amenities and unforeseeable dangers in a “savage” and strange land, 
aided only by the kindness of strangers (…) These Orientalist fantasies are so deeply engrained in 
the nature of travel that they influence not only the representation of travel, but they also mobilize 
the desire to travel.” (Vrasti, 2007) 
 
These notions of orientalism are represented on both the official Lao ecotourism homepage, 
which can be seen on page 52, as well as the Topas Eco Lodge homepage, seen on page 72.  
 
 
(Source: Degn, 2000) 
Visiting hill tribes is in a sense a wish to reverse Urry’s “tourist gaze”. Rather than being a “lone” 
observer in a crowd of other observers, as is the case of mass tourism, the gaze comes from a group 
of “tribes people” and is focused on the lone traveller. Hence, the traveller becomes an attraction 
himself. 
 
In both examples, a picture of a hill tribe woman with colourful headdress can be seen on the main 
page. The phrase “hill tribe” is not used on either of the web pages, although it is the commonly 
used name for these ethnic groups collectively, including in guidebooks and among scholars in 
ethnology (Mansfield, 2005). We use it here since we do not regard it as a derogatory term, and it is 
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a term that is most widely used among tourism operators based on hill tribe attractions, hence it is 
the word that tourists are exposed to when searching for activities on their journeys. 
 
The word “hill tribe” has connotations of orientalism, as described by Vrasti. Hill tribe 
implies something wild and unexplored, not easily accessible. Tribes are connected with people 
who have not yet been ‘civilised’, and live original lives without interference from the outside 
world; a phenomenon that can be explored through adventurous expeditions. 
 
On the Lao ecotourism homepage, emphasis is put on the fact that Laos is a multicultural 
country, with numerous ethnic minorities (hill tribes). These are emphasised as an attraction for 
ecotourists in Laos, and as an asset for the country, that should therefore be protected. In order to 
understand other discourses in the case of hill tribes in Laos, one needs to be familiar with basic 
demographics of Laos. 
 
 Simplified, there is the low land Lao population, which is the biggest and fairly uniform 
segment in the Lao society, and there are numerous ethnic minorities living mainly in the highlands. 
It is estimated by the Lao government that there are 68 different tribes, although ethnographers 
estimate the number to be 120 or more (Mansfield, 2005). The minorities have different languages, 
whereas the low land population defines the Lao “nationality”, and speak Lao as a common 
language. The lowland population have a mainly Buddhist background, whereas hill tribes are 
mainly animists in their beliefs.  
 
According to Mansfield, topographic conditions in rugged parts of Laos have prevented 
extensive interactions between low- and highland populations, but the interaction have also been 
deliberately avoided by both groups. This may change, as Mansfield claims that: “The Lao 
government, however, has declared its intention to resettle all the hill tribes onto the lowland plains 
within the next few years” (Mansfield, 2005:278). This does not comply with the official tourism 
sources that see the cultural diversity as an asset to be protected. But does the introduction of 
ecotourism in the hill tribe areas then mean that the cultural diversity will be protected? 
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 There is a moral side to this question, as it can be argued that it may be more beneficial for 
some minorities to actually become more “modernised”. This process, one could argue, would be 
halted if hill tribes were purposely kept in their original settings in order to serve as tourist 
attractions. 
 
If we assume that the hill tribes are not “de-hilled” by the government, but instead 
encouraged to maintain their traditional lifestyles, tourists will continue to visit the villages. This 
means an increasing number of, predominantly, Western tourists who have a very different cultural 
background, which the minorities will be exposed to. The tourists bring their own values and habits 
with them which can either distort or in some spheres take over the local cultural values and 
traditions. It is especially seen with young people, who tend to take over many of the habits 
observed from the Western tourists, seeing them as a way to success and a better life (Wearing, 
2001). This adaptation of habits can be particularly damaging in cases of, e.g. the use of narcotics. 
If the “exotic” western traveller (ab)uses these substances, it may become more legitimate for the 
locals to use them. This is particularly problematic in a place like Laos where opium is abundant, 
since it is still used as medicine and as means of payment in the barter economy among hill tribes.    
 
 
(Source: Degn, 2000) 
Locally crafted sign in Laos warning about the dangers of drug abuse. Behind the deceased and the 
grieving women, are illustrations of opium poppies. 
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Ecolabelling: 
 
The title ‘ecotourism’ and the following notion of this as a really special and nature-friendly 
type of tourism are often used by companies to generate extra income without proper justification 
for it. This is one of the discourses of tourism ‘ecolabelling’. This discourse is often referred to as 
“Greenwashing”. Often this tactic is used to target those consumers, that are willing to pay for 
ecotravel, as something special, and who may be willing to pay more. But it is not always, that the 
label ‘eco’ means, that these trips live up to the main principles of ecotourism. But in the current 
position, which consumers and industries are in, ‘green’ sells. This means, that in the tourism 
industry, the label ‘eco’ is one of the ways to gain competitive advantage, as the tourists with 
money are ready to pay to live out the ‘green dream’ (Font, 2001). Ecotourism operators keep 
offering different ecotours, eco holidays and ‘responsible’ travels. While there are many nature-
unfriendly elements in the tours, operators are not hesitating to brand these travels as ecotourism, 
even if there are only few real ecotourism elements within them. This is possible, because there are 
many countries, where there are no developed measuring systems after which to evaluate, whether 
the tours comply with the standards of ecotourism. One of the countries that do have this system is 
for example, Australia. Many of the countries, offering ecotravel, are currently working on 
developing standardized regulations, that would help to assign ecolabels to the right companies, but 
until there will not be such system in all the countries, there is still a chance that a proportion of the 
ecotours, will actually have very little to do with the principles of ecotourism.  
 
An example of the ‘eco’ label being used by tourism operators to represent themselves 
as ‘green’, is the “Topas Eco lodge” in Vietnam. The Lodge is run by a Danish travel agency and 
offers accommodation, both to clients who book in advance from Denmark and to tourists already 
in Vietnam. The company has a clear Eco profile, the homepage - www.Topas-Eco-Lodge.com - 
says “Welcome to Topas Eco lodge” when you enter it, and by scrolling down in the first menu 
about the lodge, you can see a menu point called “Ecotourism”:  
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(Source: Topas eco lodge, 2008) 
 
Here, the general concept is explained, but the responsibilities of the lodge in particular are 
also listed. These include hiring of local minorities, use of solar panels for electricity, an annual 
revision of eco standards, etc. There is a clear focus on the “Eco” identity, both in the name, and in 
the description of what ecotourism constitutes. Also, it is clear that the eco lodge is a certified 
ecotourism operator by “Green Globe”. For a tourist searching for accommodation, there is no 
doubt that this is an Eco-friendly establishment, and the intrinsic worth communicated through the 
web page, can easily be adopted by the reader. 
 
At a closer look, there are, however, some interesting points to investigate further. 
The ownership of the lodge is not revealed through the web page, but the lodge homepage is closely 
connected with the Danish homepage for the travel agency. It can be read that: 
 
“The background for Topas Ecolodge comes from the long term co-operation between a 
Vietnamese and a Danish travel company.  For more than six years we have been working together 
in Sapa to develop quality tourism.” (Topas Eco Lodge, 2008) 
  
 The Vietnamese travel agency mentioned is not listed anywhere else on the homepage. 
When entering the “Links and contacts” scroll menu, two offices in Vietnam are listed as contacts - 
both carrying the “Topas” name. Furthermore there are four different links to Topas websites 
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concerning Topas travels in Southeast Asia, Topas in Greenland, and to the main page of Topas, as 
well as a site on the history of Topas. 
 
 The price for one night in the eco lodge is 100 – 110 USD off season. In comparison, one 
night in a two star western style hotel in the same area, is 28 USD per night. 
 
Another example of the representation of companies through web sites is found on 
www.Phuket-safari-travel.com. It is a tour operator based in one of the most visited tourist 
destinations in Thailand. When entering the site, the first headline, besides the company name, 
reads “Safari trips, Eco tours…”. Then follows a more descriptive text explaining the trips and 
services provided. In this, the term “Eco” is not further explained. In the very bottom of the page, a 
line reads: “Ecotourism: elephant, kayak, sea-canoe, jeep, boat, motorbike, and trekking!”:  
 
 
(Source: Phuket safari travel, 2008) 
 
The reader of the site gets no information about ecotourism in general, as opposed to the 
case with the eco-lodge, but is left with the description of the services offered linked to the “eco 
tours” phrase. There is no distinction between the “eco” level of these trips in relation to the means 
of transport, whether you go by elephant, jeep, speedboat, or walk – all is linked to the ecotourism 
term. Also, it is nowhere stated what the obligations of the company are, and what the company 
commits itself to live up to in order to claim the ‘eco’ label.  
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In commercials and advertisements in western countries, the word ‘eco’ has a connotation of 
acting responsibly and lead a healthy lifestyle. When discussing the word ‘eco’, it has a different 
significance in different countries. It is to a large extent a Western phenomenon, but in other 
cultures, values and beliefs can be related to the nature. Lifestyles and traditions may be connected 
with, or perhaps dependent on, nature. This can in reality mean that they are more caring for, and 
respectful towards, nature and that their practices are unintentionally much ‘greener’ and ‘eco than 
in Western cultures.   
 
The case of the backpacker: 
 
Besides examples of representation of the ecotourism label, created by the industry, 
targeting consumers, there is an exchange of the label among consumers. The “correct” definition of 
an ecotourist becomes less relevant, it is to a large extent a matter of what the consumer finds 
morally acceptable that drives the creation of identities.  
 
The following example is from the chat-forum “Backpackers Online” debating on 
‘Backpacker Ethics’ and contains an extract from a discussion, translated from Danish: 
 
A female user on the website poses the following question: 
 
- Cecillie: (…) What’s so special about being a backpacker?(…) 
 
Besides posing this question, she reflects on her own practises when travelling, and gives examples 
of her perception regarding backpackers. 
 
Another user replies, and offers this explanation: 
 
- Frank: “The term ‘backpacker’ has become a very fluent concept and has in more resent time, in 
many countries, also gained a negative reputation. A concept that is perhaps more fitting today is 
‘ecotourist’. It doesn’t say anything about how much money you have available or at which 
‘comfort-level’ you travel, but does to a higher degree express your intentions as a traveller. An 
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ecotourist wants to experience the ‘real world’, the unspoiled and does often spend quite a lot of 
time on researching the particular country’s history, political atmosphere, etc, to get more out of 
the travelling experience.  
For many people, including me, a backpacker today is a former ‘Interrailer’, who has expanded his 
geographic location to outside the boundaries of Europe. The budget is the same and it doesn’t 
matter if you are unwashed and grimy. It is even customary that you steal from your fellow 
backpackers and (the backpacker) is best described as unaccustomed to ‘not having mom around to 
take care of everything’ -resulting in filthy kitchens and bathrooms left behind. This is not meant as 
a generalisation, but if you feel offended, it might be about time you ‘excelled a level’ and joined 
the group of ecotourists.”  
 
- Cecillie: “(…) I have never heard the term ‘ecotourist’ before, but it sounds like a very nice 
description, which I will use at random in the future (…)” 
  
The transcript above is a typical example of how eco-labelling is perceived amongst consumers. 
The eco label is more desirable than the previous term and goes to show the tendencies or trends of 
present values.  
(backpackers-online.dk, 2008) 
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Conclusion: 
 
Though ecotourism cannot per se be considered sustainable, it can, when practised with 
utmost attention to the ethical principles outlined by e.g. TIES, be relatively better than what is 
practised in some forms of mass, or ‘conventional’ tourism. The importance of ecotourism lies in 
the general shift of focus towards sustainability. In this sense it is not very important how 
ecotourism is conducted, but more that the overall discussion is present. The goal is to get 
increasingly closer to sustainable practises, knowing that ‘true’ ecotourism will demand massive 
structural changes at political, industrial and societal levels.  
 
The economical factors in the phenomenon of ecotourism are possible to conceptualize by 
using the experience economy as framework, as connotations and values of ecotourism can be 
argued to be the added value, which is at the core of the theory of experience economy. In the 
tourism industry, values such as sustainability and ecology is a market tool, which is used to 
maintain existing consumers, or even to increase economical output for a given product. But 
because the experience economy theory supposedly serves as framework for business structure and 
consumerism culture, the added value functions as its Achilles heel, as the added value constrains 
itself to primarily serve as a market tool for a certain sector within tourism. Hence, the added value 
cannot explain why ecotourism as a phenomenon has emerged. The phenomenon entails much more 
than a simple prospect of an economical gain; it entails a story about a consumer who on one side is 
affected by the market, and on the other side controls the market. 
 
In the light of consumerism culture theory we argue that consumers have an increasing 
importance in the relation to the structure of the market, in our case tourism. This is evident in the 
cultural tendencies influencing the development of (tourism) products. Even though consumerism is 
a part of an interdependent system between consumers and industries, which previously dictated 
product development, the ‘balance of power’ has shifted in favour of the consumers. How is this 
evident? We argue that the case of ecotourism is a result of industries tapping into the value systems 
and cultural tendencies of consumers. The industry has to some extent been forced to accommodate 
consumer’s demands. These demands include increased awareness on sustainable solutions and 
focuses on the individuality of consumers. In effect this means that regardless of, whether industries 
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actually produce ‘real’ sustainable and ethical products they are nonetheless forced to change and 
develop their image as ‘sustainable and ethical’. As ecotourism is arguably a product of 
consumerism culture, we could argue that ecotourism simply is a ‘fashionable trend’ that could 
change with the rapid changing pop-cultural tendencies. However we argue that this development 
can be seen as indicative of a development with disperse of power, where consumers act as political 
entities, resulting in products such as ecotourism.     
 
As we have discovered during our research, the shift from modernity to postmodernity, 
which is also emphasised by Bauman, is still taking place, and people are becoming more aware of 
the consequences of their actions. The shift from modernity to postmodernity, according to Bauman 
and the other authors, gave us better understanding of why ecotourism has emerged and why ‘eco’ 
is so popular and trendy in contemporary society. According to Urry and Lyotard, boundaries 
between cultural spheres have merged dramatically and technological and scientific development 
has distanced society from nature. This explains why seemingly ‘simple’ travel such as ecotours, 
has become very desirable and exciting. Postmodern individuals strive for new challenges and new 
possibilities, and this could to some extent explain why the tourism industry is constantly offering 
new types of products to the consumers; ecotourism is a clear example of one such novelty. 
Bauman has also helped to understand why criticism of ecotourism exists, but at the same time has 
many supporters. This is so because postmodern people have individual understandings of what is 
‘good’ and the best choice in a given situation, and it is desirable to have many different choices 
and images (representations of the self) available. 
 
Therefore, there is also the possibility that, in time, consumers will realize that not all 
ecotravels offered, live up to the principles of ecotourism and the only way to be a ‘real ecotourist’ 
is to take initiatives to travel sustainably themselves. 
 
We argue that ecotourism is a social construct to the extent that only a very small part of the 
existing ecotourism operators seem to live up to all the principles of ecotourism. This is evident as 
the image of ecotourism as sustainable is maintained through representations by both the industry 
and the consumers themselves. Our research shows that tourism operators use the label ‘eco’ and 
the following connotations, without validation.  
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 Due to the extensive dependence on air and road travel, international long distance tourism 
is by and large an unsustainable activity. The most effective way to make it more sustainable is to 
reduce CO2 emissions by decreasing the number of tourists who travel long distances to reach their 
destinations. 
 
If a travel agency in Europe sells a journey to East Asia, they should not be able to label it 
‘eco’ or ‘sustainable’, simply because of the CO2 emissions connected to transport. It makes no 
sense that you can be accommodated in a jungle hut with solar panels as the only source of 
electrical energy (in an area that does not have electricity in the first place), and thereby consider 
yourself ‘eco-friendly’, when your plane ride to that same place alone, has left a CO2 footprint 
which exceeds the maximum emission per capita recommended by the UN for one whole year 
(UNEP, 2008). 
 
According to Bauman, it is not possible to define the universal ‘right and wrong’ in our 
contemporary society, which means that we to a great extent lean on institutional recommendations 
or codes when taking decisions of a moral character. In this light, it is pertinent that a way of 
labelling tourism exists. The question is who or what should be given the task to distribute and 
sanction these labels?  
 
TIES can be seen as the extended arm of the tourism industry, thus they still have market 
shares in their interest: It is a matter of getting more individuals from the “mass tourism” segment 
to move to their eco segment. The same can be said about UNWTO, although they make an effort to 
expand countries’ tourism revenues generally. In the 2008 report “Climate Change Adaptation and 
Mitigation in the Tourism Sector: Frameworks, Tools and Practices” which is a co-production 
published by, among others, UNWTO, and UNEP (United Nations Environmental Programme), it 
states that when it comes to mitigation regarding the climate changes in the tourism sector: 
 
“The first step is to eliminate the emission of greenhouse gases by keeping away from 
certain activities that can be avoided without a considerable change to the tourism product or 
service quality” (UNEP, 2008) 
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 When it comes to minimizing air travel, UNEP merely comes with suggestions for tourists 
and agencies: To avoid travels to destinations far away, and not to promote the “long haul” trips 
over destinations close by. There is no mentioning of restrictions on airlines or universal taxes on 
jet fuel or airplane travels, which is by far the least sustainable way of travelling (UNEP, 2008). 
  
UNWTO puts great emphasis on tourism as a way for developing countries to improve their 
economies.  In a sense this is to put economical growth above environmental considerations, since 
the majority of tourist spendings in these destinations come from individuals living far away from 
them. The funds used by UNWTO to aid the countries to sell their “natural resources” (tourism 
attractions) could in stead be used to develop other, more sustainable initiatives. 
 
The way these organizations perceive tourism suggests that they may not be sufficiently 
objective to manage the task of policing a universal system of ecotourism labelling, which ranks 
travels and tours according to sustainability in all phases. 
 
In order for a labelling scheme to be more effective and function as something more than 
just a marketing tool, the key concept is to differentiate the effort to suit different locations. Not all 
tourism destinations have the same sustainability issues, and they need to be managed in different 
ways. Another key point is to count in the travel distance and mode in the equation.  
 
A question could also be raised whether “ecotourist” is the most exhaustive term? When it 
was first used in the mid eighties, tourism, as a reflection of the general consumer society, looked 
different than today. Choices were fewer, and issues such as sustainability were not widespread at 
all. In that context it was natural to link sustainability to nature, since the target group was 
interested in both. It was unlikely that 3S tourists cared about energy consumption on their hotel, 
disturbance of the local culture, etc. Today, consumers focus on ethics, and you will find the 
concern for ethical issues reflected even in the 3S tourist. Since the 3S tourist may not have nature 
experiences as part of his or her main interests, the ecotourist term does not comply well. In stead it 
could be more suitable to use “sustainable”, or “ethical” to label his or her activities. In that way the 
label could be applied universally, regardless of the tourism segment they belong to. Both terms are 
already in use, but as is the case with ‘ecotourism’, they are not used consistently. A solution could 
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be to apply a ‘nutritional information’-style list of fixed values that was mandatory to accompany 
every airline ticket or travel itinerary. The list could for example include travel distance and CO2 
emissions, accommodation energy consumption, level of support for local communities from the 
business, etc. That way, the responsibility of determining whether a tourism product is sustainable 
or not, is shared between consumer and authority.  
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